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Abstract 
Preparing First-Generation College Students for Doctoral Persistence: A Formative 
Evaluation of the McNair Scholars Program. Michelle Waiters Martinez, 2014: Applied 
Dissertation, Nova Southeastern University, Abraham S. Fischler School of Education. 
Doctoral Persistence, First Generation College Students, Undergraduate Research 
Experiences, Underrepresented Minority Students (URM), Graduate Students 
 
There is little diversity among earned doctorates in the United States. First-generation 
college students are especially at-risk for not matriculating to a doctoral degree. This 
applied dissertation provided an understanding of the obstacles faced by first-generation 
college students in doctoral programs by studying alumni of the McNair Scholars 
Program. The study examined the components of the McNair Scholars Program that can 
help ameliorate obstacles faced by first-generation college students as they enroll and 
persist into graduate school. This study utilized a sequential exploratory mixed methods 
approach to evaluate the components of the McNair Scholars Program that prepared 
students for successful persistence into graduate school and subsequent completion of an 
earned doctorate. 
 
The researcher answered the following research questions: (a) Why are McNair Scholars 
Program participants failing to persist to completion of a doctoral degree?, (b) What are 
McNair Scholars Program alumni’s perceptions of the program’s ability to prepare 
students for graduate school?, (c) How do demographic factors (i.e., age, gender, SES, 
and baccalaureate GPA) affect McNair alumni’s persistence in graduate school?, (d) How 
do demographic factors build on or explain McNair alumni’s perceptions?, (e) What 
improvements to program components are needed for the McNair Scholars Program to 
effectively prepare first-generation college students for successful persistence in graduate 
school?  
 
The researcher conducted focus groups with first-generation McNair Scholars Program 
alumni. Participants discussed their experiences in the McNair Scholars Program. Three 
groups were studied: (a) students who are currently enrolled in doctoral programs, (b) 
students who concluded their studies and did not progress to an earned doctoral degree, 
and (c) students who earned a doctoral degree. Following the focus groups, demographic 
and enrollment data (i.e., gender, age, GRE scores, baccalaureate GPA, ethnicity, SES 
status, and persistence variables) were analyzed. Qualitative and quantitative data were 
merged to determine if there were differentials in the experiences and outcomes of 
McNair Scholars Program alumni. Low levels of academic and social integration were 
common among participants, especially among those who did not persist to the doctoral 
degree. This evaluation recommended improvements to program components that 
provide familiarity and practice with intellectual discourse that will increase students’ 
confidence and ability to articulate literature and theories in their field. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Statement of the Problem 
Education is the only true vehicle for increased social mobility. With an advanced degree, 
one’s lived experiences enlighten the existing body of academic knowledge. However, a great 
disparity exists in U.S. higher education, particularly at the doctoral level. Although the nation 
has become more diverse as a whole, the ethnic backgrounds of those with doctoral degrees 
remain largely homogenous (Bell, 2011). Even without financial barriers, the social stratification 
that is embedded in academia makes it difficult for students whose parents did not earn a degree 
to traverse the landscape of higher education. Thus, achieving greater diversity among earned 
doctorates is a difficult task. In spite of efforts to increase access, first-generation college 
students are exponentially left out at every linkage in the educational pipeline (Rivas, Perez, 
Alvarez, & Solórzano, 2007). High achieving, first-generation college students who have the 
academic potential to succeed in a doctoral program are hindered by access issues and obstacles 
related to a lack of familiarity with higher education. For these reasons, it is crucial to identify 
the specific obstacles faced by first-generation college students and proactively address these 
obstacles when preparing them for graduate school.  
This study provided a formative evaluation of the McNair Scholars Program to 
understand the services needed to enhance the effectiveness of the program in preparing first-
generation college students for successful persistence in research-based doctoral programs. In 
order to participate in the McNair Scholars Program, students must be high achieving (i.e., 
maintain a minimum 3.00 GPA) and either (a) a low-income, first-generation college student, or 
(b) from an ethnic background that is traditionally underrepresented in graduate studies (i.e., 
African American, Hispanic, or Native American/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander). According to the 
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National Center for Educational Statistics, these eligibility requirements correspond to the 
population with the lowest doctoral attainment rates in the U.S. (Aud et al., 2010).  
The research problem. The current study addressed the severe lack of diversity among 
doctoral students at top-tier research universities. First-generation college students lack familiar 
role models for exploratory information about graduate school. The Council of Graduate Schools  
reported that 67% of graduate students said they turned to “informal sources, such as friends, 
family, or co-workers” for information about graduate school (Bell, 2011, p. 18). This poses a 
quandary for students who are not acquainted with peers or family for whom attaining a graduate 
degree is the norm. Furthermore, most doctoral students have parents with considerable 
experience in academia and who themselves hold advanced degrees (Bell, 2011). Unfortunately, 
first-generation college students do not have access to this informal and rich source of 
information. Although the McNair Scholars Program provides support and preparation for entry 
into doctoral programs, efforts to help students persist in a doctoral program are also needed. 
Background and justification. Similar to other students, low-income and first-
generation college students aspire to go to graduate school; however, they attend graduate school 
and earn advanced degrees at lower rates than other students who are not low-income or first-
generation college students. Compared to other students, low-income and first-generation college 
students face large discrepancies between graduate school aspirations and actual degree earned 
(Engle & Tinto, 2008). In a 10-year Department of Education study, 22% of low-income, first-
generation college graduates expected to earn a PhD, but only 3% actually did (McCoy, 
Wilkinson, & Jackson, 2008).   
Many first-generation college students describe feeling “out of place” in the academic 
environment, particularly at elite universities. According to the National Science Foundation 
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(2012), 41.2% of doctoral recipients have a parent who holds an advanced degree and 25.3% 
have a parent with a bachelor’s degree. First-generation college students who navigate higher 
education without parental role models travel through unfamiliar territory. In this type of 
environment, students feel it is best to remain quiet and not reveal their unfamiliarity with the 
academic environment. As a result, they not only withhold their own meaningful contributions to 
the academy, but they also withhold valid questions that would help them navigate unfamiliar 
territory. As noted by Hernandez (2002), the students who need to reach out and become 
involved the most in academia are the same students who remain on the sidelines for fear they 
will expose their unfamiliarity and unpreparedness for the academic environment.  
According to Astin (1984), students who integrate into the academic environment and 
utilize campus resources experience increased levels of persistence, retention, and degree 
completion. Unfortunately, many first-generation college students are unaware of the importance 
of academic integration. The family members of first-generation college students are familiar 
with a grade school or high school experience that requires instruction in the classroom as the 
primary mode of education. However, the college experience and moreover, the graduate school 
experience, requires a deep level of integration into the academic department and a great level of 
socialization with peers and faculty in the department. Thus, it is imperative for first-generation 
college students to seek out resources that will allow them to fully engage in the campus and 
academic departments. The McNair Scholars Program attempts to facilitate this process for first-
generation college students. 
 Deficiencies in the evidence. Although there is a great deal of literature about doctoral 
persistence and the various factors that affect it (Di Pierro, 2007; Dickie, 2011; Ehrenberg, 
Jakubson, Groen, So, & Price, 2007; Elgar & Klein, 2004), there is a lack of information on the 
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role of undergraduate preparation programs in facilitating graduate school social and academic 
integration. Academic and social integration is strongly related to doctoral persistence (Ali & 
Kohun, 2007; Cockrell & Shelley, 2011; Ramirez, 2013; Strayhorn, 2012), yet previous research 
(e.g., Kim & Sax, 2009) identified lower levels of academic and social integration in low-
income, first-generation, and underrepresented ethnic minority groups, leading to a higher risk of 
attrition in graduate school among these groups. The purpose of the current study was to explore 
the components of the McNair Scholars Program that can be emphasized or augmented to help 
ameliorate the obstacles experienced by first-generation college students once in graduate school. 
Audience/stakeholders. This study is relevant to students, administrators, and faculty 
who are faced with the challenge of promoting advanced degree attainment among a growing 
demographic in the U.S. The results of this study have implications for the practices of university 
faculty and administrators as they seek to lessen the discrepancy between the U.S.’s largest 
growing demographic and the number of ethnic minority doctoral degree holders. The McNair 
Scholars Program provides a model for preparing low-income, first-generation, and 
underrepresented ethnic minority college students for graduate school. Evaluation of the McNair 
Scholars Program provides important insights to university administrators, policy makers, and 
faculty as they seek to promote equity in the educational achievements of all students.  
The intended audience for this study is all stakeholders who design services and promote 
opportunities that successfully prepare diverse students for doctoral study at top-tier research 
universities. The stakeholders for this study include current, past, and future McNair Scholars 
Program participants, the Office of Research and Sponsored Programs/Foundation, the Graduate 
Studies Office, faculty mentors, and the nationwide community of disadvantaged students who 
hope to earn a doctoral degree. This study is also useful for project directors of current programs 
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preparing students for doctoral study and in promoting best practices for students’ persistence to 
advanced degrees.  
This study is an empowering resource for low-income, first-generation, or 
underrepresented ethnic minority students who seek advanced degrees. Often students do not 
know what questions to ask academic and career counselors or how to best articulate their needs. 
The qualitative portion of the present study gives current and past graduate students the 
opportunity to express their desire to engage in opportunities that facilitate persistence in 
graduate school.  
McNair Scholars Program  
The McNair Scholars Program prepares undergraduate students who are low-income, 
first-generation college students, and underrepresented ethnic minorities for graduate school. 
Students in the program must have an aspiration to earn a research-based doctoral degree and 
maintain at least a 3.0 GPA while in the program. Students must be from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, defined by the funding agency as low-income and first-generation college students 
and/or from an ethnic background that is traditionally underrepresented in graduate studies (i.e., 
African American, Hispanic, or Native American/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander). The program is 
federally funded by the U.S. Department of Education and provides students with the following 
services: academic counseling, test preparation, tutoring, research mentoring, and monies for 
campus visits and academic conference presentations. The program is housed at a mid-size, 
public, comprehensive university in Southern California. The campus serves a diverse 
population: 41.5% of the student body is Hispanic, 28.4% is African American, 18.1% is White, 
11.8% is Asian or Pacific Islander, and .3% is Native American (California State University, 
Dominguez Hills, 2009). The campus has been designated by the U.S. Department of Education 
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as a Hispanic-serving institution (HSI), meaning that at least 25% of the institution’s full-time 
undergraduates are Hispanic. Most students are from the surrounding area, which is 
predominately urban and of lower socioeconomic status. Among undergraduates at the 
university, a majority of students (69%) receive financial aid in the form of federal and state 
grants (Office of Institutional Research, 2012).  
The McNair Scholars Program has been in existence at the university since 2003. During 
the first year of funding, a cohort of 14 students enrolled in the program. Each year additional 
participants are identified and selected to participate in the program to maintain a yearly cohort 
of 25 students (approximately half juniors and half seniors). McNair Scholars participate in a 
variety of activities over a two-year span with the goal of enrolling in a doctoral program within 
three years of entering the program. One of the primary objectives of the program is to have at 
least 15% of participants earn a doctoral degree within 10 years of enrolling in the program. 
Twenty-six McNair alumni are currently in the educational pipeline toward earning 
a doctoral degree (six have already earned a doctoral degree). However, because the program’s 
future funding is impacted by the acquisition of prior experience points (based on reported 
annual data to the U.S. Department of Education), it is crucial that participants succeed not only 
in enrolling in a doctoral program, but also persist in their programs and earn a doctoral degree 
within 10 years of first beginning the program. 
The McNair Scholars Program is structured in a cohort model comprised of 
undergraduate students in their junior and senior years. The program’s components are designed 
to prepare students to gain admission into doctoral programs at very high research activity 
universities (RU/VH; formerly known as R1 universities in the Carnegie classification system). 
Services provided to students include a research methodology and writing course, graduate 
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admissions information and workshops, graduate admissions test (i.e., GRE) preparation, and 
assistance in completing doctoral admissions and fellowship applications. The goals and 
objectives of the McNair Scholars Program are to: (a) engage students in research and scholarly 
activities, (b) effectively prepare students to enroll in a graduate program immediately following 
their baccalaureate graduation, (c) prepare students for persistence in to their second year of 
graduate school, and (d) have students earn a doctoral degree within 10 years of their project 
entry date (i.e., when they entered the McNair Scholars program).  
The program currently has little control over alumni’s experiences once they are in 
graduate school. Students are contacted yearly to ascertain their current enrollment status and 
degrees earned, but there is no formalized mechanism to intervene if students face challenges 
that threaten their enrollment status. Because students from disadvantaged backgrounds have 
historically low doctoral attainment rates (Gardner & Holley, 2011; Seay, Lifton, Wuensch, 
Bradshaw, & McDowelle, 2008), it is vital to provide assistance to prior participants once they 
are in graduate school. Many scholars have investigated the “leaking pipeline” in education 
(Hernandez & Lopez, 2004; Maton et al., 2006), which is especially pronounced at the doctoral 
level. The national average attrition rate for doctoral students is 50% (Bell, 2011) and is much 
lower for students of disadvantaged backgrounds. Because students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds experience unique challenges, it is imperative that efforts be made to strengthen 
academic and social integration once in a doctoral program. Information gleaned from preparing 
students for enrollment in a doctoral program may also shed light on the efforts needed to 
facilitate persistence toward a doctoral degree.  
The researcher of this study is the director of the McNair Scholars Program at the 
university where the study was conducted. The researcher oversees the staff and activities of the 
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program and has ongoing consultations with participants throughout the academic year. The 
researcher is also responsible for tracking students’ information over time, including graduate 
school enrollment status and degrees earned following participation in the program. By 
conducting this program evaluation, the researcher has gained insights into the strengths and 
limitations of the program’s ability to prepare first-generation college students for doctoral study. 
Based on the information gained through the study, strategies and suggestions for 
implementation are provided to better prepare students for success in their doctoral programs.  
            This study has implications for retaining low-income, first-generation, and 
underrepresented college students in doctoral programs. This study also has implications for 
outreach and retention programs that seek to maximize persistence in graduate school. 
Information gathered in this study lends itself to developing and implementing strategies that 
facilitate advanced degree attainment (i.e., high school to university, community college students 
transferring to universities, etc.). To be truly successful, programs with the goal to enroll students 
in the next level of education must address persistence at the future institution as well as the 
current institution. 
The target population for this study is alumni from the McNair Scholars Program who are 
enrolled in graduate programs or have concluded their studies (either by graduating with a 
terminal degree or dropping out). Students from the target population were invited to participate 
in the study via email. Implications for the application of findings to other doctoral preparation 
and retention programs are clearly delineated. 
Purpose of the Evaluation 
Each year, outcome data is collected from program participants in an annual performance 
report that is submitted to the U.S. Department of Education. The data is analyzed to determine if 
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the standardized objectives are met each year. The program has consistently met two of the 
program objectives: (a) engaging at least 95% of current participants in research, and (b) 
enrolling at least 85% of graduating participants in graduate school in the fall immediately after 
attaining the bachelor’s degree. However, the last two objectives apply for the first time this 
coming year and have yet to be determined: (c) at least 90% of McNair Scholars will persist into 
their second year of graduate study, and (d) at least 15% of McNair Scholars will earn a PhD or 
equivalent (i.e., EdD) within 10 years of graduating with their bachelor’s degree. These 
objectives are both quite ambitious and challenging for the program to meet. Therefore, one of 
the purposes of the formative evaluation is to determine if current services are appropriate to 
meet these objectives. To date, the program has produced 6 earned PhDs. The 10-year 
benchmark will be enacted for the first time in 2014, as that year will celebrate 10 years since the 
first graduating cohort of 2014. Although speculative for the upcoming year, the program is not 
likely to meet the required 15% of McNair Scholars earning a PhD or equivalent (i.e., EdD) 
within 10 years of graduating with their bachelor’s degree.  
The literature that existed during the formation of the McNair Scholars Program was 
based on preparation for traditional students entering graduate school. This study addresses the 
specific needs of low-income, first-generation college students, and underrepresented students as 
they prepare for persistence through doctoral study. A vast literature (e.g., Gardner & Holley, 
2011; Holley & Gardner, 2012; Ishiyama & Hopkins, 2003; Kniffin, 2007; Lunceford, 2011) 
reveals the multi-faceted struggles first-generation college students face as they embark 
on doctoral studies. Currently there are 100 students who graduated from the McNair Scholars 
Program and initially enrolled in a graduate school program. Many are in the educational 
pipeline toward a doctoral degree. However, national data and literature reveals that the national 
10 
 
 
attrition rate for doctoral students is 50% (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2007).  
The purpose of this process-based evaluation was threefold: to (a) understand why some 
McNair Scholars Program participants fail to persist to completion of a doctoral degree, (b) 
determine how demographic factors affect McNair alumni’s persistence in graduate school, and 
(c) determine what improvements to program components are needed for the McNair Scholars 
Program to effectively prepare first-generation college students for successful persistence in 
graduate school. The program was evaluated because there was a lack of research and 
documented evidence of programs that successfully prepare disadvantaged students for 
persistence in doctoral study.  
This study examined the components of the McNair Scholars Program that help 
ameliorate the obstacles faced by first-generation college students as they enroll and persist in 
graduate school. This study utilized a sequential exploratory mixed methods approach to 
evaluate the components of the program that prepare students for successful persistence in 
graduate school and for the subsequent completion of a doctoral degree. 
Definition of Terms 
For the purposes of this study, first-generation college student refers to a student who did 
not grow up in a household with a parent who held a bachelor’s degree. This term includes 
students who have a parent who attended some college, but did not matriculate to a degree. 
According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (1998), students with a parent who 
attended some college did not demonstrate a difference in performance compared to those whose 
parents reported no college. 
The term low-income student uses the federal definition determined by students’ 
household taxable income from the preceding year. The household taxable income must “not 
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exceed 150 percent of the poverty level amount” (Federal Register, 2013, p. 5182-5183)  
Nontraditional students are “returning adults, low-income students, first-generation 
college students, and many women and minority students from working class backgrounds” 
(Rendon, 2002, p. 644). 
Bourdieu (1986) describes social capital as a measure of one’s advantages, based on 
social standing. Bourdieu’s concept of social capital views academic success as a result of the 
advantages and privileges accumulated from one’s social standing or class.  
Underrepresented minority (URM) describes students from ethnic backgrounds 
underrepresented in graduate study. According to the U.S. Department of Education (2010), 
these groups are: African American, Hispanic, and Native American/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction  
 According to Pyne and Means (2013), there has been a predicted boom in the number of 
nontraditional students, such as first-generation college students, entering higher education. 
Unfortunately, the number of completed degrees by such students, especially at the doctoral 
level, remains bleak (Pyne & Means, 2013). Without the benefit of role models or other informal 
sources of information, first-generation college students experience many challenges to entering 
higher education (Bell, 2011). Often these students feel out of place and do not utilize helpful 
campus resources that facilitate academic performance and integration (Hernandez, 2002).  
Preparation for graduate school presents unique challenges for first-generation college 
students and underrepresented ethnic minorities (Ishiyama & Hopkins, 2003; Young, 2001). 
Students who wish to pursue doctoral study at a top-tier graduate institution must navigate the 
unwritten rules for success, described as the “hidden curriculum” (Smith, 2005). Unfortunately, 
first-generation college students do not have access to the unwritten rules and as a result, may 
struggle to persist in their graduate programs. Social capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986) sheds light 
on the difficulties faced by first-generation college students acclimating to graduate school. 
This chapter discusses literature related to doctoral persistence for first-generation college 
students and the challenges experienced on the road to the doctorate. First, Bourdieu’s (1986) 
notion of social capital is used as a theoretical framework to guide the understanding of the topic. 
Social capital provides a lens to view the challenges faced by first-generation college students 
when navigating academia. Next, a brief history of college students in the U.S. is presented to 
understand the longstanding homogeneity in U.S. higher education and highlight the differences 
among first-generation college students. The proceeding sections present an exhaustive review of 
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the literature on the topic followed by an overview of related analyses on first-generation college 
students and previous studies of McNair Scholars. To conclude, an overview of studies on 
doctoral persistence, academic and social integration, undergraduate research experiences, and 
faculty mentoring shed light on previous work related to this evaluation. Finally, the research 
questions that guide the formative evaluation are presented.  
Theoretical Framework  
Based on social norms of more privileged students, first-generation college students may 
be perceived as “standing out” and different (Lane & Taber, 2012; Ovink & Veazey, 2011). 
Because of this, faculty members who initiate a mentoring role with those they “see themselves 
in” may neglect to see similarities with underrepresented minority students (Felder, 2010; 
McCullum & Winkle-Wagner, 2012). Students who feel marginalized in academia typically do 
not pursue opportunities to further engage with the university (Hernandez, 2002; Inman & 
Mayes, 1999). Thus, it is important to identify strategies for directing high-achieving, under-
engaged students to extracurricular academic opportunities, such as research projects and faculty 
mentoring, that prepare them for doctoral work.   
Gopaul (2011) uses Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of social capital to examine doctoral 
students’ integration and socialization at the university. According to Gopaul, the socialization of 
doctoral students is filled with inequities and is based on the amount of social capital that 
students bring to their programs. Students interact with the environment differently depending on 
their level of social capital. This study places first-generation college students’ journey into 
doctoral programs within the context of a long-standing history of privilege in the U.S. 
educational system. This theory offers unique insight into the complex dynamics that are implicit 
in the successful completion of a doctoral program. 
14 
 
 
Ovink and Veazey (2011) present a case study that explores the importance of social 
factors for working class and underrepresented minority students when pursuing a research 
career. The authors examine the “cultural capital” that middle class students use as they navigate 
academia. While other studies have focused on the academic preparation needed for research 
careers, Ovink and Veazey focus on the “savvy” that middle class students inherit from their 
parents who successfully navigated higher education. Much of this experience is transmitted to 
middle class students, while low-income and working class students, particularly 
underrepresented minority students, must uncover the unspoken “academic and professional 
etiquette” needed to succeed in academia on their own. The authors argue that a unique 
“subculture,” such as the one in the current study, can help students establish themselves and “fit 
in.”  
Underrepresented minorities and first-generation college students may be isolated by 
peers outside of the university or other underrepresented students for displaying their passion for 
research and science (Strayhorn, 2012). They may be accused of “selling out” or “acting White,” 
which leads them to feel that they do not belong in science careers. These students may be 
taunted and pressured for breaking a “norm” that assumes underrepresented minority or first-
generation college student are not the “type of student” that pursues research careers in science 
(Strayhorn, 2012). The results of this case study demonstrate the importance of finding a cohort 
of students who have shared experiences, such as going through the academic journey together, 
having the opportunity to express difficulties to others, and realizing that they are not alone in 
the process (Strayhorn, 2012). The success of the cohort was largely a result of program staff 
who were proactive and hands-on in preparing students for the experiences they might face in 
graduate school. Advice, peer support, and training via an undergraduate research experience 
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were most valued in the program (Strayhorn, 2012).  
Inequities in social capital are apparent in the educational setting through the use of 
hegemonic interpretations of history and current events (Swartz, 2009). For example, it is 
standard to give a “normative” stance to narratives and values that are consistent with White, 
middle class, and, for the most part, male experiences. Any non-White voices in mainstream 
curriculum are typically lumped together in a non-discernible “other” category and do not find 
their way into curriculum or ways of understanding the world. This further marginalizes 
underrepresented minority and low-income students who feel out of place in institutions as they 
see they are not “present” in textbooks, narratives, or historical recounting. Swartz also critiqued 
the current diversity movement, stating that it ignores the very real color lines that exist in 
academia and leaves underrepresented minority students to fight over the few “diversity spots” 
that are available to students.  
Strayhorn (2010) took a different approach to studying social and cultural capital. 
Drawing on data from the National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) National 
Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS), he examined the social and cultural capital of African 
American and Latino male college students. Strayhorn was especially interested in how prior 
academic preparation and socio-cultural capital (i.e., socioeconomic status, parents’ educational 
level, and involvement in college clubs and organizations) affected students’ academic 
performance in college. Strayhorn used: (a) high school grades in math and science; (b) 
participation in a precollege outreach program; and (c) social and cultural capital to predict 
college GPA. The most important factor for Latino males’ success was academic preparation. 
However, for African American males, socioeconomic status was the most powerful predictor of 
college academic achievement. Furthermore, African American males benefited from 
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participating in campus organizations and clubs, such as student government. For both African 
American and Latino males, participation in precollege outreach programs was associated with 
higher grades in college. Lastly, African American and Latino males who discussed college with 
their parents earned higher grades than those who did not discuss college with their parents. 
Strayhorn’s study is unique in that it pairs academic and social integration with leveling the 
playing field for college students with fewer social and cultural resources. The study documents 
the disadvantages of these students, but also emphasizes the important role of campus 
organizations and outreach programs in the success of these students. 
History of Higher Education in the United States 
The earliest college in the U.S. was Harvard, established in 1636, when the U.S. was still 
made up of colonies. Its curriculum mirrored the strong religious nature of the colonists and 
emulated traditional European models of education. As noted by Thelin (2011), the student body 
of colonial colleges consisted of “relatively privileged young men who were expected to be 
serious about their studies and their religion” (p. 24). The earliest colleges and universities in the 
U.S. were set up to educate and train the elite of the country for roles in leadership. Students 
were predominately White males from the wealthiest families in the country. As a result, a 
perpetuating cycle of disparity grew between the educated elite and the non-educated working 
class. Thelin noted that the “costs of tuition itself did not keep poorer families from attending 
colleges, but during a time of limited resources in the colonies few families could afford the loss 
of an able-bodied young man from the family farm or business” (p. 24). 
Following the American Revolution, the new nation set out to establish itself. A spirit of 
independence dominated popular thought and signaled a secular shift away from the religious 
zeal of the colonial era (Thelin, 2011). Colleges and universities continued to train the nation’s 
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wealthiest sons for leadership roles (Thelin, 2011). In 1862, the Morrill Act/Land Grant Act 
allowed monies from the sale of lands to fund public education. The money tied to these grants 
required the establishment of programs in “useful” courses of study, such as agriculture (Thelin, 
2011). This prompted a rapid growth in the number of colleges in the new nation. Public 
education was offered to larger segments of the population than ever before.  
 The civil war marked significant changes in the social climate of the country. Following 
the war, Black colleges were established. The focus, however, was similar to other colleges in 
the country: to prepare young Black students to participate in meaningful leadership roles. 
Mattingly, Anderson, Church, Curran & Tobias (2004) offer this critique of the commonly held 
notion that Black colleges were the result of a philanthropic effort by Northerners and a few 
liberal southerners:  
Educational opportunities could be salvaged only if educational institutions for blacks 
remained racially segregated and not too threatening to the southern social order. In other 
words, northern philanthropists, motivated originally by liberal or equalitarian interests, 
reluctantly trimmed their humanitarian zeal for political expediency, not because of any 
lack of genuine commitment to meeting African-American aspirations for civil and 
political equality. (p. 579) 
 
During the industrial era, a move toward the “grand university” dominated. This ideal 
unfortunately left out any hope for a diverse student body. Although the common belief was that 
anyone with talent could enter the academic arena, this was not the case in practice. The black 
universities of this era did not have college-level instruction to provide the academic rigor of the 
highly selective universities that were breeding grounds for the nation’s elite levels of leadership 
(Thelin, 2011). The demographics of major universities continued to mirror those who were in 
current roles of national leadership: wealthy, White males (Thelin, 2011). Thus, the universities 
perpetuated the idea of privilege.  
The building of large-scale campuses following the First World War ushered in a new era 
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of mass education, which began with the increase of secondary schools throughout the country. 
College participation flourished for women during the war. Thelin (2011) noted that it was not 
until 30 years later in 1970 that women would “regain the 40 percent proportion of higher 
education enrollments that they had attained in 1940” (p. 267). Following the Second World 
War, GI Bills allowed veterans to enter colleges and universities free of charge. Higher education 
during this era afforded some social mobility for undergraduates who completed four-year 
degrees. For the first time, gains were finally being made for those outside the margins of the 
nation’s elite. 
The civil rights movement of the 1960s established more permanent modes of entry for 
diverse students in U.S. higher education; however, finances were an obstacle for many. In 1974, 
what is now known as the Pell Grant was established to help low-income students pay for 
college. In addition, programs such as TRIO and Educational Opportunity Programs (EOP) 
established a foundation to help students from disadvantaged backgrounds (i.e., low-income, 
first-generation college students, and underrepresented minority students) succeed in college and 
persist to graduation with at least a bachelor’s degree. The McNair Scholars Program is one such 
program. The McNair Scholars Program was established by the U.S. Department of Education as 
a TRIO program designed to help low-income, first-generation college students, and 
underrepresented ethnic minorities successfully prepare for and enroll in graduate school. The 
following section will describe some of the unique challenges faced by first-generation college 
students in higher education.  
First-generation College Students  
The literature converges on demographic risk factors for first-generation college students 
attending graduate school (Bui, 2002; Doughtery & Kienzl, 2006; Inman & Mayes, 1999; 
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Shelpler & Woosley, 2001). For example, first-generation college students also tend to come 
from low-income families (Bui, 2002). Therefore, it is important to consider the multi-faceted 
obstacles that first-generation college students experience as they begin their doctoral studies. 
Padgett, Johnson, and Pascarella (2012) found that students whose parents had “some 
college” experienced more academic success than students whose parents never attended college. 
Parents with college experience, even if they did not complete a bachelor’s degree, are likely to 
reinforce “the values, norms, and expectations about the collegiate experience that non-first-
generation students use to navigate through the first year in college” (p. 259). Bui (2002) reports 
that first-generation college students are more likely to: (a) come from a lower socioeconomic 
background, (b) pursue higher education to help their family financially, (c) have concern about 
financial aid, and (d) feel that it takes them longer to study than their peers with educated 
parents. Many first-generation college students begin college at a community college, while 
students whose parents hold a bachelor’s degree or higher tend to start at a 4-year college.  
Consistent with Bui (2002), Nichols and Ramos-Sanchez (2007) found that non-first-
generation college students perform better academically than first-generation college students. 
Attributing this to self-efficacy, non-first-generation college students perceive themselves as 
“more capable” of succeeding academically. Shelpler and Woosley (2001) used Tinto’s (1993) 
Longitudinal Attrition Model to explore the experiences of first-generation college students at a 
predominately White, Midwest regional university. Although they did not have much diversity in 
their sample, the authors isolated the non-culture specific experiences of first-generation college 
students. In addition, the authors focused on first-generation college students’ perception of their 
“ability to adjust to university life” (Shelpler & Woosley, 2001, p. 711).  
Engle (2007) explored postsecondary access and success among first-generation college 
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students. Although this study did not focus on first-generation college students’ entrance into 
graduate school, it provides a thorough overview of the factors that affect the success of first-
generation college students, particularly academic and social integration and cultural adaptation 
to the academic environment. Engle described students’ acclimation to the campus as a form of 
culture shock. Engle made several suggestions for how to improve first-generation college 
students’ progress through the educational pipeline, such as providing outreach to students’ 
parents, offering bridge and orientation programs to socialize students to the academic landscape, 
and providing early exposure and engagement with the college environment, such as spending 
time on campus in a college classroom. For example, students can take advanced math courses at 
a community college if they are not offered at the student’s school. Engle also suggested 
increasing access to financial aid to offset first-generation college student risk factors, such as 
working long hours while attending school, living off campus, and not being able to cover all 
expenses while attending college. 
First-generation college students and underrepresented minority students in graduate 
school typically feel out of place when they first begin their graduate programs. It takes time to 
perceive oneself and develop an identity as a scholar or a researcher. In a study of educational 
professionals, Hall and Burns (2009) describe the process of transitioning to a new social 
identity: that of a novice graduate student. Through this process, which is common for first-
generation and underrepresented minority students, educational professionals lost their sense of 
social capital as they were required to start again from the bottom. 
First-generation college students represent a departure from the long history of 
privileged, White males who previously dominated U.S. higher education (Rendon, 1994). 
Despite increasing numbers of first-generation college students in higher education, Rendon 
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(2002) states that, “Colleges and Universities, originally designed by and for the privileged, in 
many ways still function as such” (p. 34). She describes the immense unfamiliarity first-
generation college students experience as they stumble through the new frontier of higher 
education in a social environment not designed for them to succeed.  
“Nontraditional students often feel alienated and intimidated by traditional students in 
graduate school” (Rendon, 1994, p. 34). Thus, it is important for nontraditional students to feel 
validated in their graduate school programs. The McNair Scholars Program serves participants 
who fit Rendon’s definition of nontraditional students: (a) first-generation college students who 
also meet federal low-income guidelines, or (b) students from underrepresented ethnic 
backgrounds in graduate study, defined by the Department of Education as African American, 
Hispanic, or Native American/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. As nontraditional students, McNair 
scholars face unique challenges in their journey through graduate school, putting them at-risk for 
not completing an advanced degree. Some of the activities in the McNair Scholars Program 
integrate Rendon’s recommendations. For instance, McNair scholars are paired with a faculty 
mentor to complete a research project. In addition, during their senior year, McNair scholars 
receive assistance in the graduate application process. The following section describes the 
effectiveness and challenges of McNair Scholars Programs across the country.  
Studies on the McNair Scholars Program   
Ishiyama and Hopkins (2003) found that first-generation, low-income students who 
participated in the McNair Scholars Program were more likely to complete their baccalaureate 
degree within 5 years and enroll in graduate school compared to nonparticipants, even where 
academic achievement levels were similar. 
Kniffin (2007) examined first-generation college students’ enrollment in graduate school 
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and eventual placement in academic positions. His findings suggest that the disparity in the 
numbers of first-generation college students is only part of the problem. When further examined, 
there is an even greater disparity in the types of institutions first-generation college students 
enroll in. First-generation college students are not gaining access to more selective campuses. 
Furthermore, they are not being hired at universities with very high research activity. Kniffin 
explored the trajectory of first-generation college students and found that at each level, there 
were unspoken roadblocks that impeded their mobility at the institution. He drew from 
Lubrano’s (2004) notion of “straddlers,” or individuals who moved into middle class lifestyles 
and felt the constant awkwardness of never “fitting” into either culture. He used this concept to 
illustrate the experiences of first-generation college students who enter institutions without the 
social preparation of those with educated parents. At every educational level, students with 
educated parents experience embedded advantages. First-generation college students are 
reluctant to identify themselves as “working class.” They are unfamiliar with many of the social 
practices of their peers with educated parents, yet they do not reveal this information to others. 
This shame adds to the feeling that first-generation college students do not belong in the 
academic environment. Kniffin recognized the importance of the McNair Scholars Program in 
preparing first-generation college students for success in graduate school through the earning of 
the doctoral degree. 
Posselt and Black (2012) provided a case study of the McNair Scholars Program through 
the lens of social capital theory. This study explored first-generation college students’ aspirations 
for graduate school and their identities as undergraduate researchers. Posselt and Black 
contended that through the formation of a network within their cohort, students had increasing 
self-confidence as researchers. They also evaluated themselves based on their reference group 
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who shared high aspirations for graduate school enrollment and future research careers. When 
describing their feelings about themselves vis-à-vis their peer group, they were both inspired and 
intimidated by their peers. By sharing common experiences, students felt they could turn to one 
another for support while simultaneously increasing their own self-efficacy to conduct research. 
The students in this study described a transformation from uncertainty in their ability to conduct 
research to feelings of self-confidence after completing an undergraduate research experience. 
Posselt and Black drew out many important aspects of Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of social capital 
in understanding the unique obstacles first-generation college students face when preparing for, 
and entering, elite research institutions for graduate school. The article explored the ways in 
which the McNair Scholars Program can bridge students to graduate school by preparing them 
for the experiences they will face and providing them with a supportive environment at the 
undergraduate institution (Posselt & Black, 2012). 
Willison and Gibson (2011) examined McNair Program alumni at a midsized 
northwestern university as they traversed through graduate school. Using interviews with past 
program participants, the authors identified themes for the obstacles faced by first-generation 
college students in graduate school: academic readiness, time management, developing a support 
system, sense of belonging, and financing graduate study. The theme that was rated most 
significant by participants was “balancing academic demands.”  
Ishiyama and Hopkins (2003) assessed the impact of the McNair Scholars Program on 
first-generation, low-income college students at a mid-western liberal arts university and found 
that, compared to nonparticipants with similar attributes, participation in the program led to 
higher levels of retention, less time to baccalaureate graduation, and higher levels of enrollment 
in graduate school. The two elements of the program that had the most significant effect on 
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student success were the faculty-mentoring component and the intensive research experience. 
Ishiyama and Hopkins describe the program as an “ideal fusion of social and academic 
integrative goals” (p. 403). 
Willison and Gibson (2011) interviewed 22 McNair alumni scholars to identify factors 
that facilitated the transition into graduate school and promoted persistence and matriculation to 
the doctorate. In particular, the authors examined the most difficult graduate school situations 
and experiences: those that students were unprepared for. Willison and Gibson found that 
students who participated in the McNair Program were well-prepared academically in terms of 
research expectations, but did not feel prepared for socioemotional issues such as “the isolation 
and loneliness that comes from moving away from home and being a minority in the world of 
graduate school” (p. 162). Students especially struggled with balancing their time and priorities 
possibly as a result of relying on authority figures to provide an external locus of control. With 
the independence of graduate school, these students struggled to create clear timelines for 
themselves. 
Ramirez (2013) provided a qualitative analysis of the graduate school choice of Latino 
McNair scholars from a multiracial feminist perspective. Five main factors influenced graduate 
school choice: location (proximity to home), faculty, finances, how welcome students felt at the 
campus, and issues bound by admissions acceptances. This study was unique in its integration of 
race, gender, and social class issues in its analyses. For example, students chose campuses based 
on “familialism”; that is, they chose campuses that were close to home and provided an everyday 
family connection. Particularly noteworthy in Ramirez’s study was the thick description given by 
Latino students to explain their choice to attend a less selective campus when they were fully 
funded at another more highly ranked institution. This study prioritizes the most important 
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factors in graduate school selection among Latino students and lends guidance to the research 
questions for this evaluation. With attainment of a doctoral degree at the forefront of McNair 
Program objectives, the next section provides an overview of studies related to doctoral 
persistence.  
Doctoral Persistence 
Wao and Onwuegbuzie (2011) explored the various factors that influence the number of 
years taken to complete a doctoral degree (i.e., time to doctorate) among education graduate 
students between the years of 1990 and 2006. Using a mixed methods design and secondary 
analysis of data, Wao and Onwuegbuzie found that academic integration, measured both 
quantitatively and qualitatively, had the greatest impact on time to doctorate. Through analysis of 
faculty focus groups, Wao and Onwuegbuzie concluded that students from long time-to-
doctorate programs had difficulties related to research preparation. For example, students 
experienced writing anxiety and difficulty completing a statistics and methodology course. 
Conversely students from short time-to-doctorate programs were “perceived as being more 
prepared by taking opportunities to work with faculty members and getting involved in studies 
that may then lead to a dissertation” (Wao & Onwuegbuzie, 2011, p. 126). Students who feel 
marginalized do not engage in high-level social and academic activities, nor do they seek 
opportunities to advance themselves and their research. They are likely to be perceived by 
faculty as underprepared. Using quantitative methodology, Wao and Onwuegbuzie found that 
“student characteristics such as gender, race/ethnicity, age at admission, GRE verbal and 
quantitative scores, were not statistically significantly associated with the timing of doctoral 
attainment” (p. 129). Further examination is needed to understand the underpinnings of doctoral 
persistence.  
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Gardner and Holley (2011) utilized social capital as a framework to highlight the 
experiences of 20 first-generation college students enrolled in doctoral programs. Gardner and 
Holley conducted individual interviews to understand students’ isolation, financial challenges, 
and sources of support. Students experienced “imposter syndrome” and lacked confidence 
despite their previous accomplishments (Gardner & Holley, 2011, p. 85). Students were so 
apprehensive about being exposed as an imposter that they failed to completely integrate into a 
larger network. Looking back, students felt they made poor decisions early in their 
undergraduate work that had consequences for their graduate education. This was especially true 
concerning the rankings of their institution because “ranking would ultimately influence their 
ability to attain an academic position” (p. 88). 
Thomas (2010) conducted a multiple case study using open-ended interviews with 
women over 40 who were enrolled in graduate school programs. The women in Thomas’ study 
considered personal support networks to be the most influential factor in their ability to succeed 
in and complete their program of study. Participants in the study cited family members as crucial 
to the success of their graduate school experience. The transferability of this study is somewhat 
limited as the women who participated were primarily White (n = 12), with only three Hispanic 
women and two African American women. 
 Clark, Mercer, Ziegler-Hill, and Dufrain (2012) examined the influence of micro 
aggressions on the academic engagement and emotional distress of ethnic minority psychology 
graduate students. The authors used self-determination theory to determine the extent to which 
racial micro aggressions affected graduate students’ perceptions of an economy and 
belongingness. The study measured racial micro aggression experiences, such as perceptions of 
covert racism, using the 14-item Inventory of Micro Aggressions against Black Individuals 
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(IMABI). Ethnic minority graduate students had more negative race related experiences which 
led to higher levels of emotional distress and lower levels of belongingness compared to White 
students. Clark et al.’s study was limited in its generalizability in that the IMABI was 
specifically designed for African American students and the study had a large percentage (over 
50%) of Hispanic students. The study did, however, establish the importance of micro 
aggressions in the emotional distress, sense of belonging, and academic engagement levels of 
ethnic minority graduate students.  
Norstrom and Segrist (2009) sampled college students to determine the impact of three 
variables in predicting graduate school attendance: GPA, consumer orientation (i.e., students 
believe they pay for the service of education and expect outcomes for their value), or academic 
locus of control. The best determinant for predicting the likelihood of attending graduate school 
was an academic locus of control. GPA and a consumer orientation were not reliable predictors 
of graduate school attendance. The demographics of the sample included mostly White, female 
psychology students. As a result, the study cannot address issues facing first-generation college 
students, such as financial constraints or cultural factors. Further study is needed to determine the 
factors that influence graduate school attendance among Hispanic first-generation college 
students.  
Stebleton and Soria (2012) identified several obstacles that affect persistence in first-
generation college students. Stebleton and Soria’s study builds on previous research by Engle 
and Tinto (2008) to highlight the importance of social and academic integration for academic 
success. In Stebleton and Soria’s study, first-generation college students reported significantly 
more obstacles compared to non-first-generation students: “competing job responsibilities, 
family responsibilities, weak math skills, weak English skills, inadequate study skills and feeling 
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depressed and or stressed” (p. 11). Obstacles are confounded for first-generation students who 
attend large, research universities; these students must deeply engage in campus resources to 
promote their success. Yet, it is difficult to engage when students experience “imposter 
syndrome” and feel they do not belong on campus. Although this study is not specific to 
graduate students, it is integral in understanding the lack of confidence and sense of belonging 
that first-generation students experience at large research universities. 
Seay et al. (2008) conducted a longitudinal study to explore factors that influence the 
attrition of first-generation college students in graduate programs. One of the important findings 
of Seay et al.'s study suggests that first-generation students must be made aware of the level of 
academic and social interaction required with both faculty and other graduate students outside of 
the classroom. Seay et al. also asserted that first-generation graduate students’ feelings of 
inadequacy need to be addressed by counselors. This article was particularly helpful in that it 
was founded on previous studies examining federally funded support programs such as the 
McNair Scholars Program and addressed issues specific to first-generation college students. 
Collectively, these studies elucidate the many variables that affect first-generation college 
students’ persistence in doctoral programs. Attention will now be given to students’ behavior in 
doctoral programs, particularly to first-generation college students’ engagement in graduate 
programs. 
Academic and Social Integration of First-Generation College Students 
Academic and social integration in graduate school is one of the most important aspects 
of determining student satisfaction in graduate school (Cockrell & Shelley, 2011). At the same 
time, establishing oneself among faculty and peers in graduate school is one of the biggest 
obstacles for first-generation college students (Ovink & Veazey, 2011). Feeling out of place, not 
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having a sense of belonging, and experiencing micro aggressions exacerbate the likelihood that 
first-generation college students will integrate into their graduate programs. First-generation 
college students tend to stay out of the spotlight to conceal their naivety in the academic 
environment (Engle, 2007). Part of the “hidden curriculum” (Smith, 2005) of graduate school 
includes participating in the social aspect of one's academic department. Failure to engage in 
social activities leads to missed opportunities to present research or learn about funding. These 
activities are essential to a students’ success in graduate school (Clark et al., 2012). The next 
section describes the effects of underrepresented minority student integration on graduate school 
performance.   
Integration for underrepresented students. In a case study tracking the progress of a 
high-achieving, first-generation Latina student at an elite, predominately White university, Pyne 
and Means (2013) elucidate the feelings of invisibility and insecurity common among first-
generation college students. Often students are too afraid to ask questions for fear of appearing 
unintelligent or unprepared. As a result, students feel “out of place” during conversations about 
goals and aspirations. The student in the case study had a “pervasive and deep-rooted sense that 
she must hide critical elements of herself in order to maintain an appearance of success in this 
environment” (p. 196). This effort to keep the perceived lack of experience hidden from others 
often prevents first-generation students from obtaining the most basic information needed to stay 
afloat in graduate school.  
Hernandez (2002) studied the role of extracurricular activities in the academic success of 
Latino students. Building on other studies (Astin, 1984; Upcraft & Gardner, 1989) that 
demonstrated an increase in persistence and student satisfaction for those students who became 
actively involved on campus, Hernandez specifically focused on Latino students. Hernandez 
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found that Latino students’ involvement in extracurricular activities had a positive effect on their 
success and satisfaction with the campus experience. In contrast, “the feeling of being under 
prepared led most of the participants to forfeit any active involvement in co-curricular activities” 
(Hernandez, 2002, p. 76). Unfortunately, this lack of connecting with the campus only furthered 
Latino students’ feelings of being out of place. Hernandez speculated that the preoccupation with 
academic preparedness came with a cost to students.  
 Clark et al. (2012) found significant associations between underrepresented minority 
graduate students’ feelings of belongingness, levels of academic engagement, and performance. 
The authors used self-determination theory to explain the major findings of their study. First, 
underrepresented minority students had lower levels of belongingness in graduate school than 
their White counterparts. Second, higher levels of micro aggressions (i.e., everyday commentary 
that imparts negative race relations) were associated with lower levels of social support in the 
academic environment. Third, belongingness was positively related to academic engagement. 
Last, autonomy predicted academic engagement and emotional distress for both ethnic majority 
and minority students. Clark et al.’s findings suggest the importance of an inclusive and 
comfortable social environment for the success of underrepresented minority students in 
graduate school.  
Peer support is an important factor in cultivating integration into the university 
environment (Shepler & Woosley, 2011). As such, researchers (e.g., Ali & Kohun, 2007) have 
developed frameworks for minimizing social isolation among doctoral students. For example, 
establishing a support network at the university for new graduate students encourages students to 
become competent in building a peer network, which decreases doctoral attrition (Shepler & 
Woosley, 2011). The next section will explore one of the most important ways a student can 
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engage academically and socially through participation in undergraduate research.  
Undergraduate Research Experiences 
Based on studies of the undergraduate research experience of first-generation college 
students (Jones, Barlow, & Villarejo, 2010; Nnadozie, Ishiyama, & Chon, 2001; Willis, Krueger, 
& Kendrick, 2013), students who engage in mentored undergraduate research experiences have 
increased levels of persistence in doctoral programs. As a “high impact practice,” undergraduate 
research serves to “involve students with actively contested questions, empirical observation, 
cutting-edge technologies, and the sense of excitement that comes from working to answer 
important questions” (Kuh, 2008, p. 22).  
Posselt and Black's (2012) study is the first study to document and explore the substantial 
improvements in graduate school enrollment rates for first-generation college students 
participating in undergraduate research experiences. Using a case study methodology with 
McNair scholars, the authors found that students benefited from gaining hands-on research skills, 
support from their peers via a cohort model, and guidance and rapport with a faculty mentor. In 
addition, students enjoyed feelings of accomplishment through recognition of their work. 
Exposure to a short, intensive summer research program was extremely valuable in introducing 
students to the option of an academic research career. First-generation college students were 
exposed to new experiences and new role models. By exposing students to the most accurate 
picture of the graduate school experience, including participation in extensive research, students 
were able to ascertain if an academic career was right for them, which is a great preemptive 
measure to help students find the best career fit (Posselt & Black, 2012). 
 Undergraduate research experiences at non-research universities. Hu, Kuh, and 
Gayles (2007) examined undergraduate student research experiences at various universities 
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between 1990 and 2000. Five categories of institutions were examined based on the Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (2004) guidelines: research universities, doctoral 
universities, comprehensive colleges and universities, selective liberal arts colleges, and general 
liberal arts colleges. Over the observed time range, student engagement in undergraduate 
research increased at all types of institutions. Interestingly, research universities did not have the 
most students engaged in undergraduate research. Due to the size of large research institutions, 
the average student may not have access to faculty interaction, an important precursor to research 
experience, compared to a smaller university with lower faculty-to-student ratios. One of the 
major reasons for the overall increase in undergraduate research experiences was the call for 
more undergraduate research opportunities across all universities, as cited in the Boyer Report 
(1998).  
Exposure to graduate school through undergraduate research experiences. Willis et 
al. (2013) examined the experiences of undergraduate students who participated in a “hands-on” 
summer research program. Qualitative pre- and post-tests each year revealed an increase in 
students’ enthusiasm for research and knowledge of the rigors involved in academic research. 
Perceptions at the pre-test were focused on curiosity, while the post-test revealed a more accurate 
understanding of research. The study found that research experiences helped flesh out career 
aspirations for students. At the end of the summer research program, most students had an 
increased desire to attend graduate school. Students with greater levels of maturity benefited 
more from summer research programs.  
Interestingly, a small percentage of students (n = 4) in the Willis et al. study experienced 
a decreased desire to attend graduate school and decided against a research career after the 
summer research program. One student in the study commented that she was no longer interested 
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in attending graduate school; she was more interested in the immediate results of her research as 
a practitioner (versus the long-term impact as a researcher). In this way, the undergraduate 
research experience was a positive experience for the student, even if the decision was to not 
attend graduate school. With new information gained from the summer research program, these 
students made an educated decision about the compatibility of research with their aspirations and 
goals. Therefore, the research experience can help students refine their aspirations and goals. 
Short-term undergraduate research experiences require a great deal of time, effort, and sacrifice 
on the part of the students (and faculty) when a career in research is not the best fit for them. 
However, it is better to realize the incompatibility of research with aspirations early on than to 
embark on a timely and costly doctoral program (Willis et al., 2013). Undergraduate research 
experiences provide an important level of exposure to research as a career in a relatively short-
term, low-risk situation. As the next section explores, undergraduate research experiences give 
unparalleled academic involvement with faculty mentors.  
Faculty Mentoring  
Faculty mentoring is fundamental in helping students persist into graduate school. Hall 
and Burns (2009) described the role of a mentor in graduate education as one who assists 
students in the professional socialization of their field and helps students discern the nuances of 
the unfamiliar environment. Hall and Burns note that to be a mentor, the individual’s efforts to 
relate to the new student must be intentional. It is important for student to recognize the rapport 
and feel that interactions with the mentor are encouraged. All McNair scholars are paired with an 
undergraduate faculty mentor who works individually with them on a research project and assists 
in the graduate application process in their senior year. The following sections give an overview 
of studies that offer guidance for the mentoring component of the McNair Scholars Program. 
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Herzig (2002) described the importance of social dynamics with faculty mentors for 
students’ successful persistence through graduate school programs. Herzig found that students 
who felt a sense of value and support from department faculty had greater academic self-esteem. 
These students also reported a sense of being “on the right track.” On the other hand, students 
who felt a lack of support from faculty in their department reported feeling “lost,” both 
academically and socially. Without faculty support, they did not have a “life raft” to keep them 
afloat long enough to complete their studies. Eventually these students departed from their 
programs. When revealing reasons for leaving, many students referred to the tacit knowledge 
that was hard to master, but expressed that the ideal conduit for this information was a senior 
faculty member who shared this type of knowledge in a collegial manner and treated the 
graduate student as a junior colleague.  
Hall and Burns (2009) cautioned that although mentoring is a key element in doctoral 
student success, it is also wrought with human flaws. Faculty members tend to favor those they 
perceive a connection with, often favoring students who demonstrate high cultural and social 
capital. Furthermore, this connection can be learned to some extent, as mentors’ values are 
reproduced to gain their favor. In trying to emulate the values of senior faculty and/or mentors, 
norms emerge to dictate what is considered favorable or unfavorable behavior and attitudes 
among graduate students. The norms of a department become a social benchmark for who makes 
it and who is marginalized within a department or program (Hall & Burns, 2009). 
Potter, Abrams, Townson and Williams (2011) observed that full professors saw 
mentoring undergraduate students as opportunities to connect with the student population and 
felt the experience enhanced “their standing at the university” (p. 26). Because they were already 
well-established, appearing accessible to undergraduate students only made them seem more 
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accessible, whereas a tenure-track professor may be overwhelmed with the demands to make 
tenure and may not have time to fully engage with undergraduate students. In this study, senior, 
tenured professors were considered ideal mentors because they had both time and resources to 
share (Potter et al., 2011). Interestingly, gender differences emerged as professors talked about 
their experiences as a mentor and its “helpfulness to their own research” (p. 27). Male mentors 
reported that undergraduate researchers helped their research agenda, but female mentors did not 
cite the experience as helpful to their own research productivity. It was hypothesized that 
perhaps female mentors take on mentees for more altruistic reasons and may offer additional 
services to undergraduate researchers that are not directly related to research, such as providing 
them with career guidance. “Male mentors on the other hand, may only accept students who can 
provide direct research assistance to them” (Potter et al., 2011, p. 28). Regardless of gender, all 
mentors in Potter et al.’s study reported feeling pride when watching their students present their 
research. They identified this as the most memorable aspect of the mentoring experience. 
Mentors were especially impressed by the professionalism students demonstrated in the delivery 
of the research project. This study demonstrated the range of variability in graduate student 
mentors.  
Wright-Harp and Cole (2008) detailed two models of mentoring in graduate education: a 
multiple mentor model and a five-tier mentoring model. In the multiple mentor model, students 
connect with multiple mentors who provide guidance and advisement throughout the graduate 
program, with no one mentor encompassing all areas. In this model, each mentor serves a 
specific purpose; for example, mentors can have the role of “academic mentor, research mentor, 
career/professional development mentor, peer mentor and clinical mentor” (Wright-Harp & Cole, 
2008, p. 10). With this model, students are able to sojourn through graduate school and gain the 
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perspective of several individuals, each with their own distinct personality and strengths. In the 
five-tier mentoring model, students engage with one mentor who undertakes a five-step process: 
“Committing to the mentoring process, establishing mentoring venues, serving as a role model, 
employing successful tools and monitoring the mentee’s progress” (Wright-Harp & Cole, 2008, 
p. 12). The five tier-mentoring model has been successfully implemented in three highly 
successful programs at Howard University. Unfortunately, as more professionals enter 
retirement, little is being done to train new mentors.  
These models provide a roadmap for academics and students alike as they forge a mutual 
relationship for preparing the next generation of professionals. This article sheds light on 
prototypes of mentoring programs, which can help provide preparation for first-generation 
college students. First-generation college students have the most to gain from the guidance of a 
mentor throughout their academic career. Wright-Harp and Cole cite the great ethnic and 
socioeconomic disparity that exists in academia and point to a successful program between 
Howard University and the University of Texas at El Paso to enroll, retain, and graduate more 
diverse doctoral candidates. This program strives for increased diversity in doctoral programs 
through a partnership that serves two universities: a historically Black university and a Hispanic 
serving institution.  
Lechuga (2012) noted the lack of diverse faculty in science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM) fields and used self-determination theory to further examine this 
phenomenon. In particular, Lechuga explored Latino faculty’s reasons for choosing to engage in 
research activities. The results of the study revealed that Latino faculty members saw the 
production of scholarly work as a validation of their competence. Many Latino faculty members 
faced colleagues who doubted their abilities based on their ethnicity and did not value the 
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diversity they brought to their respective departments and campuses. To counter the unwelcome 
environments they faced, many Latino STEM faculty maintained strong family and friend 
connections outside of academia to preserve their sense of self. Some of Lechuga’s participants 
found other Latino colleagues on their campuses outside of the STEM fields. With these 
colleagues, they were able to share a collegial bond, which contributed to their sense of 
belonging on campus. As an important Latino cultural value, Latino faculty members sought to 
maintain work/family balance and enjoyed the autonomy that a faculty position gave them.  
Finally, Lechuga stated that Latino STEM faculty were motivated to engage in scholarly work by 
the satisfaction they gained from conducting meaningful research. Lechuga’s study offers insight 
into the motivations of Latino college students pursuing STEM disciplines. Although students 
may be discouraged by the low numbers of diverse students in STEM fields, Lechuga’s study 
offers motivating factors that may encourage young students to continue their academic careers 
in the sciences. This study provides motivational strategies for underrepresented minority 
graduate students to employ when there are few other students to relate to in terms of life 
experiences.  
Hall and Burns (2009) asserted that the relationship a graduate student builds with his or 
her faculty mentor is one of the most crucial determinants of success in graduate school. The 
experience of research at the undergraduate level gives students practice building rapport with a 
faculty mentor. A faculty member’s validation of a student is an important step in realizing one’s 
research potential (Rendon, 1994). The pairing of scholars with faculty mentors at the 
undergraduate institution is a crucial component of the McNair Scholars Program. Mentors not 
only provide guidance through a research project, but also provide essential information about 
graduate schools in their academic discipline. Similar to Rendon’s validation theory, it is often at 
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the encouragement of a faculty member that a student decides to embark on an undergraduate 
research program such as the McNair Scholars Program.  
Summary 
To conclude, the literature related to doctoral persistence for first-generation college 
students demonstrates distinctive obstacles experienced in doctoral programs. Bourdieu’s (1986) 
notion of social capital creates a framework for understanding the unfamiliar landscape that 
academia represents for first-generation college students. With a long history of privileged 
college students in the U.S., first-generation college students arrive in doctoral programs in small 
numbers, not knowing what to expect. First-generation college students feel “out of place” and 
have difficulty identifying with their new role as a scholar. In an effort to conceal how unfamiliar 
they feel in the academic environment, first-generation college students asked fewer questions 
needed to negotiate a doctoral program (Holley & Gardner, 2012; Lunceford, 2011; Seay et al., 
2008). Lastly, first-generation college students who integrated both academically and socially 
into their departments had a much lower attrition rate.  
Exposure to certain undergraduate experiences increases first-generation college students 
and underrepresented minority students’ chances of continuing on to graduate school and 
succeeding in a doctoral program. The McNair Scholars Program is one such program that offers 
extensive faculty mentoring and participation in an undergraduate research experience. Overall 
faculty mentoring had one of the greatest effects on the outcomes of first-generation college 
students attending graduate school. Being validated by a faculty member or feeling valued in 
one’s academic department was a positive predictor of students’ persistence in a doctoral 
program (Felder, 2010). The following research questions were developed based on the 
exhaustive review of literature related to the persistence of first-generation college students in 
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doctoral programs.   
Research Questions  
The following questions served as guide for this process-based evaluation.  
1. Why are McNair Scholars Program participants failing to persist to completion of a 
doctoral degree? 
2. What are McNair Scholars Program alumni’s perceptions of the program’s ability to 
prepare students for graduate school? 
3. How do demographic factors (i.e., age, gender, SES, baccalaureate GPA) affect 
McNair alumni’s persistence in graduate school? 
4. How do demographic factors build on or explain McNair alumni’s perceptions? 
5. What improvements to program components are needed for the McNair Scholars 
Program to effectively prepare first-generation college students for successful persistence in 
graduate school? 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this process-based evaluation was threefold: to (a) understand why 
McNair Scholars Program participants failed to persist to completion of a doctoral degree, (b) 
determine how demographic factors affected McNair alumni’s persistence in graduate school, 
and (c) determine what improvements to program components were needed for the McNair 
Scholars Program to effectively prepare first-generation college students for successful 
persistence in graduate school. This study provided a formative evaluation of current McNair 
Scholars Program processes and their relationship to students’ success in graduate school. A 
mixed methods approach examined the McNair Scholars Program components that were most 
effective in aiding doctoral persistence among first-generation college students. Using a 
sequential exploratory design, the researcher first gathered qualitative data through focus groups. 
The focus groups consisted of McNair Scholars Program alumni and provided an in-depth 
understanding of their graduate school experiences. Data from the focus groups were analyzed 
and compiled into themes. Following analysis of the focus groups, quantitative data were used to 
build on the study, as described in Hanson, Creswell, Clark, Petska, and Creswell (2005). That is, 
themes were integrated with demographic and enrollment data to draw conclusions and make 
recommendations for the McNair Scholars Program. 
The Program 
The McNair Scholars Program is a federally funded program sponsored by the U.S. 
Department of Education with the mission of increasing the number of doctoral degrees earned 
by first-generation college students, low-income students, and underrepresented ethnic 
minorities. The program has four nationwide standardized objectives: to (a) engage students in 
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research and scholarly activities, (b) enroll students in graduate school in the fall immediately 
after attaining a bachelor’s degree, (c) have students persist into their second year of graduate 
school enrollment, and (d) have students obtain a doctoral degree within 10 years of beginning 
the McNair Scholars Program. To be eligible for the program, students must have a 3.00 GPA, 
aspire to earn a PhD, and meet disadvantaged student criteria set by the U.S. Department of 
Education (i.e., a low-income and first-generation college student or from an underrepresented 
group in graduate study: African American, Hispanic, or Native American/Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander).  
Students are recruited for the McNair Scholars Program through classroom presentations 
and referrals from faculty members. Program participants are selected competitively and begin 
the program during their junior year. During their two years in the program, students participate 
in a variety of graduate admission workshops and enroll in a research writing and design class 
taught by the McNair director. During the class, with the help of their faculty mentor, program 
director, and McNair staff, students design a research proposal. Following completion of the 
research course, students work with their faculty mentor to complete the research project. By the 
end of their first year in the program, students are prepared to present the results of their project 
at a research conference or symposium. While completing the research project, students receive a 
monetary stipend of $2,400 to offset expenses associated with lost work wages. During their 
senior year, students are guided through the graduate application process. In addition to attending 
workshops and receiving individual academic counseling from program staff, students receive 
application fee waivers. In the final semester of the program, students attend workshops and 
meetings to prepare them for the transition to graduate school. After completing the McNair 
Scholars Program, students’ graduate school enrollment status is tracked for 10 years and the 
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results are reported to the Department of Education in an annual performance report. Prior 
experience points are accumulated for meeting each standardized objective and carried over into 
the next grant cycle. The program is currently in its third 5-year cycle. 
Participants 
The participants were McNair Scholars Program alumni from a mid-sized, diverse, public 
university. Consistent with program eligibility requirements, participants were high achieving (as 
measured by a minimum 3.00 GPA during their undergraduate education), low-income and first-
generation college students or students from underrepresented ethnic backgrounds who aspired 
to obtain a PhD. Purposive sampling (Creswell, 2008) was used to select representative 
respondents (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2008) who completed the McNair Scholars Program, 
graduated with a bachelor’s degree, and enrolled in a graduate school program. Purposive 
sampling was the most effective way to reach the targeted sample of first-generation college 
students who enrolled in a graduate program following completion of the McNair Scholars 
Program. Modal instance sampling (Creswell, 2008) was used to create three distinct focus 
groups of graduate student enrollment statuses, based on enrollment records kept by the program 
director: (a) alumni who were currently enrolled in a doctoral program, (b) alumni who 
considered their education complete (with or without a master’s degree) and did not plan to 
(re)enter a doctoral program, and (c) alumni with completed doctoral degrees.  
Instruments 
The primary instrument in the study was the Focus Group Interview Guide (see 
Appendix), which initially consisted of eight open-ended questions. These questions were 
developed through a collaboration with the researcher and a formative and summative 
committee. Formative committee members were three out-of-state McNair directors and 
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colleagues who were experts in preparing first-generation college students for graduate school. 
Summative committee members consisted of the McNair Program coordinator and a faculty 
mentor at the home university. The formative program evaluation questions of Krueger and 
Casey (2001) served as the initial interview guide. To ensure content validity, the formative 
committee provided feedback and guidance to tailor the questions to the objectives and services 
of the McNair Scholars Program. Following input from the formative committee, the questions 
were reviewed by the summative committee who provided follow-up revisions based on their 
experiences working with McNair Program participants. Focus group questions were then piloted 
on a group of out-of-state McNair alumni to determine feasibility. The revised guide was then 
reviewed by the formative and summative committees, respectively, to create the final version of 
the Focus Group Interview Guide (see Appendix).  
Demographic and enrollment data were obtained from the student database of McNair 
scholars maintained by program staff. This database is used to create reports of program 
accountability for the home university and the U.S. Department of Education. Several 
demographic variables were used: (a) gender, (b) birthdate for age, (c) ethnicity, and (d) low-
income status (y/n). Variables related to enrollment patterns and performance were: (a) first date 
ever enrolled in college, (b) project entry date into McNair, (c) cumulative GPA at baccalaureate 
graduation, (d) baccalaureate degree date, (e) GRE verbal percentile, and (f) GRE quantitative 
percentile.  
Evaluation Model  
Stufflebeam’s (2000) CIPP (i.e., Context, Input, Process, and Product) model of program 
evaluation was used to explore components of the McNair Program that can be improved to 
maximize students’ persistence in graduate school. This model was chosen because of its ability 
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to implement program decisions (Worthen, Sanders, & Fitzpatrick, 1997). As a decision-based, 
management-oriented evaluation model, CIPP is used in the internal and self-evaluations of 
service providers, such as program staff and college-level administrators (Stufflebeam, 2000). 
The CIPP model was ideal for the researcher, who is the director of the McNair Scholars 
Program. As the primary implementer of program components, CIPP will act as both a self-
evaluation and an internal evaluation of the McNair Scholars Program.   
A process evaluation was chosen exclusively over the other three elements of the model 
because the process evaluation can “assess the implementation of plans to guide activities and 
later help to explain outcomes” (Stufflebeam, 2000, p. 279). This is in line with the researcher’s 
intent to evaluate program components to improve the outcomes of the program. Specifically, by 
implementing a process evaluation, the researcher identified program components that contained 
process defects, which prevented optimal outcomes in graduate school persistence. As described 
by Stufflebeam, the CIPP model has a strong ethical undercurrent because of its emphasis on the 
importance of stakeholders.  
Zhang et al. (2011) utilized the CIPP model as a framework to assess service-learning 
programs. Zhang and colleagues used process evaluation to monitor the progress and evaluate 
the outcomes of a service-learning program. Reflective activities were used to evaluate program 
components, such as “journals, focus group interviews, and surveys on self-perception” (p. 67). 
In addition, the authors engaged participants in an on-going process to discern the quality of 
implementation and progress toward program goals. They found that the model’s social systems 
approach, which incorporated the needs of multiple stakeholders, benefited the larger 
community. The current study employed similar procedures, such as focus group interviews.  
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Procedures  
This formative, process-based evaluation of current and proposed services used a 
sequential exploratory mixed methods design. Focus groups were used to explore McNair 
alumni’s experiences in the program and suggestions for improvements to the program. 
Qualitative data were analyzed using the Colaizzi (1973) method. Quantitative data, in the form 
of enrollment and demographic information, provided background data on focus group 
participants and allowed comparisons between their experiences, demographics, and outcomes. 
The resulting differentials tested emerging theories of student persistence among first-generation 
college students matriculating toward a doctoral degree (Creswell, 2008).  
Design. This study utilized a sequential exploratory mixed methods design. The design 
was selected for its ability to use quantitative data (i.e., demographic and enrollment information 
from the program’s database) to expand on qualitative findings obtained from alumni focus 
groups (Creswell, 2008). As described by Creswell, the focus of the two-phase sequential 
exploratory design strategy is “to explore a phenomenon” (p. 211). This approach is appropriate 
because the study’s purpose is to explore the experiences of first-generation college students 
matriculating though doctoral programs. First, qualitative data is collected and analyzed, then 
quantitative data is collected and analyzed to elaborate on the qualitative findings. The following 
section details the specific steps taken to execute this study.  
 Qualitative data collection procedures. The first phase of data collection consisted of 
three distinct focus groups of McNair alumni who graduated with their bachelor’s degree: (a) 
alumni who were currently enrolled in a doctoral program, (b) alumni who considered their 
education complete (with or without a master’s degree) and did not plan to (re)enter a doctoral 
program, and (c) alumni who completed a doctoral degree.  
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To be eligible for the focus groups, students needed to be first-generation college students 
who are currently or were previously enrolled in a graduate program. Since the researcher is the 
director of the program and in an authority role, the program’s graduate assistant made initial 
contact with potential participants. An email was sent to all program alumni to solicit their 
participation in the study. Interested participants were instructed to reply to the email within 10 
days if they were interested in participating in the study. Because many of the alumni changed 
email addresses over time, the email solicitation also asked for recommendations of other alumni 
who fit the eligibility criteria of the study. In addition, the email solicitation was posted on the 
program’s Facebook page, where many alumni keep in touch with one another. Reminder emails 
were sent out after 1 week, and again 2 days before the deadline.  
Once participants indicated their interest in the study, the researcher sent an informed 
consent form via email, which was signed, scanned, and emailed or faxed back to the researcher. 
The researcher organized participants into three sub-groups and determined a date and time that 
accommodated all members of each individual focus group. Because the participants were 
geographically distant from one another, face-to-face meetings were not possible. As an 
alternative, focus groups were conducted with GoToMeeting, a software platform that allows for 
live, online synchronous telephone group chat. The researcher primarily moderated the focus 
groups, while a co-moderator  assisted with maintaining the flow of the groups. This individual 
also took careful notes of the proceedings. An audio recording was used to validate the 
researcher and co-moderator’s fieldnotes. To correctly identify participants on the audio 
recording, participants noted their participant number prior to speaking. 
During the focus group, the researcher introduced herself as the moderator and explained 
the role of the co-moderator. An overview of the study’s topic was given and participants were 
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made aware of basic guidelines for the session that include the respect of each person’s input and 
time for everyone to participate equitably. Following the guidelines, the researcher began to ask 
interview questions and used probes to gather more detailed information. Active listening 
techniques were used to elicit contributions from all members of the focus group. 
The researcher took fieldnotes during the session using the Focus Group Interview Guide. 
The co-moderator also took notes to capture the details of the group discussion and asked 
clarifying questions, but did not directly participate in the discussion (Krueger & Casey, 2001). 
The final notes consisted of the moderator and co-moderator’s written description of summary 
comments, fieldnotes, and selective review of transcripts (Krueger & Casey, 2001). 
Qualitative data analysis. The Colaizzi (1973) method was used to analyze focus group 
data. First, the researcher read the written descriptions of interview responses and extracted the 
most significant excerpts to formulate meaning. Next, the researcher clustered emerging themes 
and developed and labeled exhaustive descriptions of the themes. The descriptions were 
exhausted until the findings were validated by formulating, structuring, and attaching meaning to 
the described phenomenon.  
To minimize researcher bias, the data were double coded by one of the focus group 
participants from each group. The data from the emergent themes of the focus groups were used 
to answer Research Question 1 (Why do some McNair Scholars Program participants fail to 
persist to completion of a doctoral degree?) and Research Question 2 (What are McNair Scholars 
Program alumni’s perceptions of the program’s ability to prepare students for graduate school?).  
Quantitative data collection. Quantitative data were collected from the student database 
maintained by the McNair Program staff. The student database contained demographic and 
enrollment data on each McNair Program participant for up to 10 years. In compliance with the 
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U.S. Department of Education requirements, all data was kept in locked file cabinets to ensure 
confidentiality. The program’s graduate assistant downloaded the data into an Excel spreadsheet. 
Data were de-identified by coding each record with a unique identification number (P1, P2, etc.). 
Several demographic variables were included in the quantitative analyses: (a) gender, (b) 
birthdate for age, (c) ethnicity, and (d) low-income status (y/n). Variables related to enrollment 
patterns and performance were: (a) first date ever enrolled in college, (b) project entry date into 
McNair, (c) cumulative GPA at baccalaureate graduation, (d) baccalaureate degree date, (e) GRE 
verbal percentile, and (f) GRE quantitative percentile. 
Quantitative data analysis. Participants’ demographic and enrollment data were 
analyzed to answer Research Question 3 (How do demographic factors [i.e., age, gender, SES, 
and baccalaureate GPA] affect McNair alumni’s persistence in graduate school?). All analyses 
were run in the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPPS) version 21. Descriptive 
statistics were run to identify frequencies and measures of central tendency (i.e., mean, median, 
mode, and standard deviation) for all variables of interest. The primary outcome of interest was 
persistence, measured by the total number of years alumni spent in graduate school. Two 
independent sample t-tests tested demographic differences (i.e., gender, low-income, 
underrepresented, and first-generation status) in graduate school persistence. A one-way 
ANOVA tested ethnic differences in graduate school persistence. A linear regression model 
determined the significant predictors of persistence among the following variables: age, length of 
time since bachelor’s degree, gender, transfer student status, low-income status, first-generation 
status, underrepresented minority status, cumulative GPA, type of program, type of institution, 
and major field. 
In addition, Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients were run between age, 
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length of time in college, length of time since McNair Program entry, cumulative GPA at 
baccalaureate graduation, length of time since undergraduate graduation, GRE verbal percentile, 
GRE quantitative percentile, and persistence.   
Data integration. The qualitative and quantitative data from the study were merged to 
answer Research Question 4 (How do demographic factors build on or explain McNair alumni’s 
perceptions?) and Research Question 5 (What improvements to program components are needed 
for the McNair Scholars Program to effectively prepare first-generation college students for 
successful persistence in graduate school?). Participants’ demographic and enrollment data built 
on the explanations for the phenomenon experienced by McNair Program alumni. 
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Chapter 4: Results 
Introduction 
The purpose of this process-based evaluation was threefold: to (a) understand why some 
McNair Scholars Program participants fail to persist to completion of a doctoral degree, (b) 
determine how demographic factors affect McNair alumni’s persistence in graduate school, and 
(c) determine what improvements to program components are needed for the McNair Scholars 
Program to effectively prepare first-generation college students for successful persistence in 
graduate school. This study examined the components of the McNair Scholars Program that can 
help ameliorate the obstacles faced by first-generation college students as they enroll and persist 
in graduate school. This study utilized a sequential exploratory mixed methods approach to 
evaluate the components of the McNair Scholars Program that prepare students for successful 
persistence into graduate school and to the subsequent completion of an earned doctorate. The 
following five research questions guided this process-based evaluation: 
1. Why are McNair Scholars Program participants failing to persist to completion of a 
doctoral degree? 
2. What are McNair Scholars Program alumni’s perceptions of the program’s ability to 
prepare students for graduate school? 
3. How do demographic factors (i.e., age, gender, SES, baccalaureate GPA) affect 
McNair alumni’s persistence in graduate school? 
4. How do demographic factors build on or explain McNair alumni’s perceptions? 
5. What improvements to program components are needed for the McNair Scholars 
Program to effectively prepare first-generation college students for successful persistence in 
graduate school? 
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Study Overview 
This study was a formative, process-based evaluation of program components and used a 
two-phase, sequential exploratory mixed methods design. Qualitative research was gathered 
using three focus groups of McNair Program alumni. The researcher conducted three focus 
groups with students who had completed the McNair Scholars Program in full, graduated with 
their bachelor’s degree from the host institution, and enrolled in graduate school following their 
bachelor’s degree. The three focus groups were organized around the student’s enrollment status 
in graduate school: (a) McNair alumni who were currently enrolled in graduate school and in the 
pipeline toward a PhD, (b) McNair alumni who had withdrawn from the PhD program and were 
no longer enrolled or in the PhD pipeline, and (c) McNair alumni who had completed a PhD. The 
participants were all asked the same eight questions from the focus group guide. Focus group 
data were analyzed using the Colaizzi (1973) method. Quantitative data on program alumni 
enrollment and demographic data provided background information for the focus group 
participants to explore any connections between their experiences and differentials in 
demographics.  
Qualitative Data Analysis  
The researcher took fieldnotes throughout the focus groups and transcribed the fieldnotes 
into thematic summaries organized around the focus group interview questions. The researcher 
then listened to the audio recordings of all focus group interviews and transcribed concepts and 
ideas expressed by participants. Next, the researcher coded these concepts according to the 
frequency with which they were expressed by other participants. Notes were also taken and 
coded for concepts that solicited significant feedback from other participants. Statements that 
were particularly influential to the conversation, such that other participants responded and 
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moved the conversation forward, were reported verbatim as quotes. Responses were color-coded 
according to the focus group (organized by enrollment status) from which they were extracted. 
These concepts were entered into an Excel spreadsheet and collapsed into thematic categories 
(see Table 1 and Table 2, respectively).  
Table 1 
Initial Focus Group Themes Pertaining to Alumni Persistence (RQ1, RQ5) 
 
Theme 
 
 
1. Dealing with politics of their department 
2. Feelings of inadequacy compared to other students 
3. Isolation from family 
4. Poor connection with mentor/advisor 
5. Difficulty putting together a dissertation committee  
6. Lack of social integration with cohort or department peers 
7. Microaggressions related to race, class, gender, age 
8. Discouraged by a dismal academic job market following PhD 
9. Difficult transition to a research university/predominately White university coming from a 
comprehensive/diverse undergraduate campus 
10. Difficulty eloquently articulating themselves in class or discussing readings/their own 
research 
 
The researcher then went back to analyze the field note summaries to assess accuracy 
between the recording and the significant fieldnotes from the interviews. Categories were then 
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formed from the fieldnotes and merged with the themes extracted from the recordings.  
Table 2 
Focus Group Themes Pertaining to Alumni Perceptions of McNair Program (RQ2, RQ5) 
 
Theme 
 
 
1. Program was well-organized/ structured 
2. Helped with professionalism 
3. Staff adapted well to students’ needs 
4. Research class was very good preparation for graduate school  
5. Felt they were part of an elite honor society 
6. Travel to academic conferences was essential in training students for networking skills 
7. Students need more information about the academic job market 
8. Students need more preparation for how to build relationships with faculty members in 
graduate school 
9. Students recommend starting McNair Scholars Program earlier, perhaps as sophomores, so 
they can have three years of preparation before graduate school instead of two 
10. Students need more information about how to negotiate funding in their department 
 
All themes were entered into an Excel spreadsheet for additional analysis and collapsed 
into final categories (see Table 3). The themes related to perceptions of the program did not vary 
significantly by focus group. However, themes related to persistence differed depending on the 
enrollment status of each focus group. 
Because the experiences of participants were influenced by their current enrollment status 
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in graduate school, initial results were organized by focus group. Table 4 provides characteristics 
of the focus group participants.  
Table 3 
Collapsed Focus Group Themes Pertaining to Alumni Persistence  
 
Theme 
 
 
1. Feelings of inadequacy 
2. Social integration  
3. Microaggressions 
4. Academic integration 
5. Relationship with faculty mentor 
6. Isolation from family 
7. Academic problems 
8. Job market and aspirations after graduate school 
 
Focus Group 1: Currently Enrolled Students  
The students in Focus Group 1 consisted of nine alumni who were currently enrolled in 
graduate school. All participants in this group were low-income and first-generation college 
students. The majority of the participants (75%) were underrepresented students. Most students 
were enrolled at a very high research activity university (77%).  
Perception of McNair Program. The students felt that the McNair Program was 
instrumental in preparing them for graduate school and that staff appropriately adapted to each 
student, providing the best approach for successful guidance.  
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Table 4  
Participant Characteristics by Focus Group  
 Focus Group   
 
Characteristic 
 
1 
(n = 8) 
 
  
2 
(n = 5) 
  
3 
(n = 5) 
  Non-      
Focus Group 
 (n = 82) 
Low-income 8 (100%)  5 (100%)  2 (40%)  69 (84.1%) 
First-generation 8 (100%)  5 (100%)  5 (100%)  76 (92.7%) 
Underrepresented 6 (75%)  5 (100%)  5 (100%)  70 (85.4%) 
Gender         
   Female 6 (75.0%)  4 (80%)  4 (80%)  50 (61.0%) 
   Male 2 (25.0%)  1 (20%)  1 (20%)  31 (37.8%) 
Type of Institution        
   RU/VH
a
 6 (75%)  5 (100%)  3 (60%)  38 (46.3%) 
   RU/H
b
 2 (25%)  -  2 (40%)  10 (12.2) 
   Doctoral -  -  -  5 (6.1%) 
   Comprehensive -  -  -  29 (35.4%) 
Type of Program        
   MA 1 (12.5%)  1 (20%)  -  52 (63.4%) 
   PhD 7 (87.5%)  4 (80%)  5 (100%)  26 (31.7% 
   MA to PhD -  -  -  4 (4.9%) 
Mean (SD)        
Age  27.52 (7.04)  28.77 (9.24)  26.62 (3.91)  31.09 (9.12) 
GPA  3.42 (.26)  3.45 (.19)  3.54 (.30)  3.38 (.28) 
Time to BA (years) 7.36 (5.27)  9.92 (5.91)  8.36 (3.67)  8.15 (5.08) 
Quant GRE 
Percentile 
16.75 (20.82)  23.40 (12.10)  34.80 (22.05)  13.07 (14.22) 
Verbal GRE 
Percentile 
29.13 (20.03)  40.40 (23.29)  36.80 (17.12)  30.01 (21.32) 
 
Note. 
a
 = Research University (very high research activity); 
b
 = Research University (high research activity) 
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A resounding opinion was that graduate application assistance with personal statements 
and research statements was the most helpful aspect of the McNair Program. The students felt it 
was important that the McNair Program was rigorous enough to provide them with both the 
research experience and the professional skills needed to succeed in graduate school. The 
participants stated the McNair Program was one of the key factors to their success because they 
had learned research skills, as well as the process of editing their written work while in the 
McNair Program. This preparation helped their writing ability significantly in graduate school. 
Furthermore, because they were more familiar with the research process, they were confident in 
their seminar classes, even in the presence of students with more social capital or those who 
came from a “more privileged background.” Overall, students expressed that the McNair 
Program was integral to their current success in graduate school. 
Recommendations for the McNair Program. The students felt it was important to have 
as many mandatory activities as possible to maximize the number of opportunities available to 
them. Suggested mandatory activities included attendance at academic conferences, campus 
visits to research universities as well as talks given by university researchers. The students 
recommended that it would be helpful to have an additional year in the McNair Program (i.e., a 
3-year model of participation) so that scholars would have the opportunity to engage in a 
summer research program at their own university and also spend a summer away at a research 
university. Students stated it would be helpful for McNair alumni to return to talk to current 
scholars about what they will experience in graduate school. A student from one of the earliest 
cohorts expressed, “When I was in the McNair Program, there were not any current PhD students 
on staff as graduate assistants… it would be more helpful to have students who have experienced 
being at a competitive research university in a PhD program.” Students discussed their concerns 
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with opportunities following graduation from their PhD program and suggested having 
programming for alumni via webinar or other technology that would allow students across the 
country to participate in talks about graduate school obstacles, successes, and entering the 
academic job market.  
Persistence factors. Half of the students in this focus group considering leaving graduate 
school during their first year; they chose not to leave because they were ultimately able to 
connect with a mentor they trusted. The themes that follow are categorized around statements 
that pertain to each persistence risk factor. 
Academic problems. Although all students stated that the transition to graduate school 
was a difficult one, only one student considered leaving the program for academic reasons. This 
student received a low grade in a statistics course during her first year. Being on probation, she 
felt that she “couldn’t handle graduate school” and considered leaving. She reasoned if the first 
semester was this challenging for her, “maybe she wasn’t up for the task.” This type of self-
sabotaging mentality resounded with the group, and several mentioned that the thought crossed 
their minds (e.g., “self-doubt crept in”). One student stated that she had a difficult time adjusting 
to both the pace of a quarter-system as well as the level of competitiveness in her PhD program.  
Feelings of inadequacy. One student noted that although there were other African 
American students in her cohort, these students had a tremendous amount of social capital and a 
higher socioeconomic status than the students at her undergraduate comprehensive university. In 
a follow-up interview, one PhD student wanted to offer this advice to other first-generation 
college students and underrepresented students: “Do not worry so much.” She stated, “So many 
underrepresented students worry about petty things instead of focusing on their work.” She feels 
that instead of thinking about their doubts, students should focus on their work because it will 
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end up speaking for itself.  
Academic integration. The primary source of academic support in graduate school came 
from the students’ advisors or from connections they made with faculty in other departments 
who provided personal guidance and professionalism that would help them in graduate school. 
Overwhelmingly, participants still received academic guidance and moral support from their 
undergraduate McNair mentor. One PhD student who experienced a low level of academic and 
social integration in his graduate program says he, “Primarily turns to his former McNair 
mentors for academic support.” His former undergraduate mentors have been a source of 
academic support through difficult times with his primary advisor in his graduate program. Many 
in the group reiterated this point. They stated that they continued to keep in contact with their 
McNair mentor because they felt they could be more candid and ask questions without the fear of 
appearing unintelligent. Another student stated she “looks to her undergraduate mentors for 
academic support and turns to a different person for different types of support.” 
Relationship with faculty mentor. An African American PhD student at a high research 
activity university stated that she had difficulty turning to her advisor for suggestions about 
theories and methodology. This was a continuing source of strain for her in her PhD program. 
She found support from other faculty members in her department; however, she finally accepted 
her advisor’s “hands-off” approach because she realized it was necessary to complete the 
program in a timely manner. She stated that, “Her advisor has a very hands-off approach and 
expects students to figure things out for themselves.” 
A follow-up interview with a White fifth-year PhD student at a very high research 
activity university finishing the final parts of her dissertation revealed high levels of academic 
integration within her department. Her advisors and lab members were supportive throughout her 
59 
 
 
PhD program. She did not describe her environment as a competitive one (i.e., cohort members 
do not compete against each other), but rather one that challenges and supports students. She 
expressed that although there are high expectations for quality work in her lab, both advisor and 
students are encouraged to improve any areas of weakness.  
This focus group’s advice to first-generation college students was to focus on the 
importance of relationships in graduate school, particularly as they navigate the political 
environment within their department. Several students restated they “cannot stress the 
importance of relationships and relationship building in graduate school enough.” 
Social integration. The students noted that a tremendous amount of social support in 
graduate school came from their previous McNair cohort. They reported that friendships 
continued well into their graduate studies. Often students turned to their McNair peers during 
times of uncertainty or self-doubt. A PhD student at a high research activity university described 
a culture of hazing in her graduate school program; students were challenged to fend for 
themselves when they first entered the program and only later received acceptance.  
One student stated that her social support came primarily from the same people who 
supported her academically: her advisor and cohort colleagues. This statement was met with 
mixed responses from the other participants. Half of the participants agreed that their advisor and 
cohort were also sources of social support. When one PhD student mentioned that she also has 
friends outside the university who provide an outlet beyond the academic environment, all but 
two participants agreed that outside friends, not necessarily in academia, were very helpful for 
emotional stability. Another student described that she received most of her social support from 
friends she met in the community and outside her academic department. Although she struggled 
in the past, she considers herself emotionally stable at this point. One student stated that one of 
60 
 
 
her biggest supporters is her husband who still lives on the west coast until he can relocate to be 
with her. She has been in graduate school for three years without him.  
In a follow-up interview with a PhD student at a very high research activity university, he 
stated that he had not connected well with his cohort of significantly younger peers. He said, 
“None are of nontraditional college student age; there is no one over 26.” Coming to a 
prestigious program, he was optimistic to find other students with high levels of professionalism, 
academic skill and networking ability, but instead found that his cohort members did not have 
much work experience at all. As an older student, he had over 20 years of work experience 
before entering his program, whereas his peers received their knowledge from textbooks. He felt 
a sense of disappointment in their ability to integrate experience with academics. Socially, he 
turned to a former McNair staff member who is now a PhD student in another department at his 
university.  
A PhD student at a very high research activity university described that during her 
master’s program she received a great deal of funding with merit scholarships and a teaching 
assistantship, which was one of only two offered to master’s level students in her program. She 
experienced a great deal of hostility when the information leaked that she was receiving funding 
that other students did not have. She was ostracized from her cohort when they learned this 
information. This caused her to be extremely confidential about the funding she currently has as 
a PhD student.  
Funding and financing living expenses. One student stated she had great difficulty with 
funding and financial aid at her graduate university and at one time was about to become 
homeless; she did not have funds available to secure housing. She has now moved out of the 
expensive urban area near her campus to a less expensive, suburban area where she is much 
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happier. Another student noted that all students in her program are fully funded, but she received 
an additional funding package for underrepresented students that helped support her living 
expenses. She is able to live close to campus without roommates or family, which has helped her 
significantly because she is free from the distractions that impeded her study during her 
undergraduate experience living at home. She expressed it has been easier to focus on just school 
and not her family responsibilities. 
Focus Group 2: Non-Enrolled Students  
This focus group consisted of five students who withdrew from their graduate program. 
All had been enrolled at a very high research activity university. Four of the five had been 
enrolled in PhD programs; one was enrolled in a master’s program. The students overall felt that 
they had received excellent mentorship while at their home university as undergraduates. 
However, when they transitioned to the research university for their graduate program, the same 
level of support was not available. The students felt confident in their academic abilities, but 
ultimately felt mentally unprepared for the disparity between themselves and what appeared to 
be better prepared colleagues. Several students described feeling that they did not know as much 
information as their colleagues did and that their colleagues were able to more eloquently discuss 
readings in seminars and seemed to have a better grasp of the material than they did. As first-
generation college students, they felt their writing skills were not on par with the others, although 
they were able to perform well on exams. They later looked back at these experiences as a 
“mental game” and discovered that they did have the intellect and skills all along, but lacked the 
confidence of other students. All participants stated that their writing improved significantly over 
time. 
Perceptions of the McNair Program. All felt that the McNair Program was a 
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tremendous source of preparation for graduate school. One specific area they felt prepared them 
well for graduate school was attending a summer research program and the preparation leading 
up to applications for the summer research programs, which closely mirrored the real graduate 
admissions application process. They later expressed that the research writing and design course 
within the McNair Program was the most helpful element for preparation. During this course, 
they learned about the research process and what to expect when they embarked on their own 
research projects. Several stated that that the McNair Program provided them with professional 
skills for surviving graduate school, such as time management, filing paperwork and meeting 
deadlines that were outside of the curriculum, yet just as important for moving and progressing 
through their programs.  
Recommendations for the McNair Program. One of the areas they felt could be 
improved in the McNair Program to facilitate persistence among first-generation college students 
was to help students identify not only a graduate program that is a good “fit” for their interests, 
but also identifying at least two faculty in the department who could potentially serve on their 
dissertation committee. Additional recommendations for improvements included getting students 
in touch with more graduate students at prospective programs. The participants remarked that 
graduate students were the best source of informal information about the department and the 
faculty. Students offered examples of good questions that students should ask. One student 
mentioned that students should ask about the details of funding, such as: (a) “How many years 
do students receive funding?” and (b) “In what capacity will the funding be offered? Will it be 
given to teach, provide research assistance, or other work-study opportunities?” They also 
suggested asking graduate students about the level of competitiveness within a program. Lastly, 
students recommended having a buddy system in McNair where you are matched with a graduate 
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student for questions related to graduate school. Students felt a buddy system would be 
extremely advantageous for first-generation college students to shadow a current graduate 
student who is farther along in their program. The more advanced student could provide valuable 
information to scholars, such as “What is [graduate school] really about? What is teaching 
about? What are qualifying exams? What is the dissertation process?” Other students agreed that 
this type of role model support and the ability to visit former McNair scholars at their graduate 
program would be helpful to current McNair scholars. 
Persistence factors. Students in Focus Group 2 had very positive impressions of the 
McNair Program, despite their unsuccessful matriculation in graduate school. The students in 
this group described the McNair Program as "uplifting" and felt that their overall experience 
being part of the McNair Program was very positive. One student who had been enrolled in a 
master’s program at a very high research activity university stated:  
The McNair research and writing course was very important preparation for the research 
process in graduate school. Having the experience of the McNair research class helped 
me understand how to pick a topic for research so that I was ready to begin once I arrived 
in my graduate program. 
 
Students agreed that one of the most important aspects of being a graduate student was 
the ability to manage one's time. One student who left a PhD program at a high research activity 
university stated that she "did not realize that the paperwork and deadlines related to being a 
graduate student were as important to a graduate student's progress as the coursework itself." 
Feelings of inadequacy. The students felt that graduates from a comprehensive, state 
university have a harder time acclimating to a research university. The students in this group 
expressed a sense of intimidation compared to more privileged colleagues, whose family 
members had advanced degrees. The students in this group felt affected by the political economy 
because they “did not have the social capital to exercise their voices in the same way” as other 
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students. Several students described not being able to eloquently articulate their understanding of 
course materials and class discussions. They felt inhibited and not confident enough to share 
their understanding of the academic material. They expressed that “students of color tend to have 
less funding due to the writing skills they have as a first-generation college students” and “there 
were lost opportunities for funding on applications that may not have been as strong as other 
candidates who have better writing skills.” One student described that she was academically 
superior compared to her colleagues, as proven in her qualifying exams and other writings within 
her program, but her experience was limited compared to them. She stated this was due to both 
her young age and “limited exposure as a first-generation college student who grew up in a very 
disadvantaged community throughout the pre-college experience” and even into the 
undergraduate experience. 
Job market and aspirations after graduate school.  One student said that many first-
generation college students go into graduate school “wanting to make a difference." Another 
student added that students should not be optimistic about the monetary reward or job certainty 
at the end of a PhD program. To first-generation college students, the money and financial gain 
at the end may seem like the ultimate reward; however, the job market in academia is extremely 
tight. One student described, “The prize may not be immediate financial gain, but rather a greater 
quality of life once an academic position is secured.” Another participant said:  
Be realistic. There is this dream of becoming middle-class. There is a romanticism about 
the money earned after the PhD. But the reality is that there are very few positions and 
the positions that are available may be far out of where you would want to live! 
 
Microaggressions. Many students felt they had to tackle racism in academia. Two 
students from fields in humanities at very high research activity universities felt they entered a 
heightened-racialized environment. They described a tradition of studies that represented a 
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dominant, mainstream (hegemonic) narrative. By bringing different voices to the discipline, they 
“felt they had to fight to be understood” and often “felt their voice did not count.” Both described 
a low sense of belonging within their departments and the university-at-large as they described, 
“academic bullying” from students who had greater privilege. One student remarked that it was 
important for underrepresented students to understand “how messed up the racism is that exists 
within the academy.” Students agreed that they needed more preparation for when they 
encountered racism in graduate school. Other students shared their experiences with racism and 
classism from “more privileged students who came from campuses that are more selective.” One 
former PhD student described that she was not only the youngest in her program, but the only 
woman and furthermore, the only person of color within her cohort. She felt at a disadvantage, 
especially regarding her writing ability. She stated:  
Coming from a [public, comprehensive university], you will have to work twice as hard 
to fight “imposter syndrome” and it's not just the regular experience of imposter 
syndrome. For me, it’s just not worth it to have to face inequality every day. I wanted to 
tackle “race in academia issues” but there is this disparity that exists when students from 
urban campuses come to graduate school. Despite all the great components that help 
prepare them to enter graduate school, dealing with people who have never experienced 
the challenges of disadvantaged K – 12 environments is frustrating on a daily basis. 
These other students are coming from prestigious undergraduate universities. 
Underrepresented students need an extra piece of transition to prepare them to compete 
among the very privileged students in graduate school, especially one that is a 
predominately White research university. 
 
This comment was well received by other participants who added that they also felt 
similarly about the daily disparity between themselves and their colleagues in graduate school. 
Academic integration. Having a strong connection with a research mentor proved to be 
the most important factor in a successful journey through graduate school. Students who lost 
their primary advisor (e.g., the faculty member left the university, went on sabbatical or they lost 
the academic connection) suffered most. The students felt that their academic support came 
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primarily through their faculty advisor. When this relationship was positive, it was a tremendous 
source of academic support, which helped them move through their program. Three students 
were unable to find enough faculty support from their own department to pull together a 
committee for their own research (dissertation or thesis). One student said it is helpful to "try to 
imagine a whole dissertation committee when choosing a graduate program. Sometimes the 
committee you imagined doesn't work out and you need to have other faculty in your department 
to turn to.” 
Another student added that she had experienced that struggle herself. She "arrived 
thinking she was going to work with one mentor, only to find out that mentor had left the 
university.” Her research interests continued to evolve as she took more courses and there was no 
one to help her “reset her research interests.” She stated that students should, "always look for 
other possibilities in their department, in case their advisor isn't available for whatever reason. 
You will need a support group and eventually a dissertation committee.” Another student 
humorously described the process of searching for a committee with the analogy that, "I felt like 
I was asking them to prom!" She said it was hard to find support in her department. Coming from 
a comprehensive university, she previously had many faculty members who were on her 
"cheerleading bench.” At the research university, she felt like she was on an island trying to find 
support. Looking back, she would choose somewhere she felt more at home: “Maybe because I 
wasn't living in the area and commuted, it was harder for me, but graduate school just never felt 
like home the way my undergraduate university did." 
 Relationship with faculty mentor. One student stated that "although her mentor was so 
encouraging and happy to have her”, she needed basic help about how to read a book and talk 
about it intelligently in class. She wanted to know how to prepare for basic seminars and how to 
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articulate herself in the way she heard other students do so easily. Although she did not receive 
this type of support, the same student was able to find support in another area. She received 
practical help from a faculty member that she appreciated dearly, stating, "I was a grader for an 
undergraduate course just three months after receiving my own bachelor's degree! A faculty 
member helped me learn how to grade papers and I don't know what I would have done without 
this help." 
A former PhD student from a very high research activity university stated that his 
undergraduate mentor remained a source of support for him in graduate school and became a 
friend who helped him academically and also in navigating academia. His undergraduate mentor 
helped him “get into the philosophies and theories of his field." Although the students in the 
focus group were able to maintain their GPAs in their coursework, they struggled significantly. 
The difference in the effort required at the undergraduate and graduate level was especially 
pronounced. One student said: 
It took minimal effort to get out of my undergraduate university, but it took everything to 
get through the first year of graduate school! People were talking about theories I had 
never heard of with such ease. I felt so out of place!  
 
Her comments gathered an uproar of expressions in agreement. Another student responded, "I 
am so glad you said that! I always had feelings of not being smart enough. It just felt like the 
students next to me knew so much more." This remark was punctuated with utterances of 
agreement from all other members of the group. 
One student who went to a graduate program specifically to work with a certain professor 
found that once she arrived, the professor was not available to work with her. She felt like she 
was “flailing around, changing her interest with every new faculty member” she came into 
contact with. She wishes that she understood this process more and had searched for several 
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professors that she could have potentially worked with in that graduate program. Her mentor at 
the undergraduate level for McNair warned her about having many people in the department she 
could go to, but she did not truly understand the importance of this until she was in the situation 
herself in graduate school. Another student mentioned that her graduate department’s program 
coordinator had “helped with everything from understanding her research to academic 
processes.” She went to this individual often when she encountered difficulties in the program. 
Several students described how the work at their undergraduate university came easy and 
they always felt they were on top of their classes; however, once they were at the research 
university, seminars, writing, and discussing their work became quite difficult. Several students 
agreed on advice for first-generation college students to “try to get the syllabus early” and “if 
there's no support, stay connected to the cohort.” Others added that students need to stay 
confident and remind themselves that they are good enough and capable enough: “You are just 
as smart as everyone else and you belong here. You just need to feel more confident in yourself.” 
Students agreed that academic success in graduate school is a “mental game” and you should not 
succumb to the mental breakdown of your confidence.  
Social integration. This group experienced a particularly low level of social integration 
in their graduate programs. Only two of the five students felt they were able to gain support from 
their cohort members. An older student felt that she was “an island” and did not have social 
support within her cohort. Others describe the competition they felt within their department. In 
one example, students prohibited the connection they could have made with other students who 
shared similar research interests. One student described feeling a sense of excitement during the 
first week of his graduate program with all like-minded individuals coming together to share 
similar research interests; however, this feeling soon disintegrated from the competition in the 
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department. When support was not available from their cohort members, students drew academic 
and social support from their undergraduate mentors who became close colleagues who provided 
navigational support through the graduate program. Several students also continued the 
connections with their McNair cohort, sharing support as they journeyed through their programs. 
One student suggested that undergraduates talk to current graduate students when 
considering a graduate program. He suggested this “not as a recruitment tool, but to find the real 
square deal about the programs you're applying to. What are the real descriptions of the program 
despite what the program advertises?” Another former PhD student said that a department 
program manager had been extremely supportive and her "sole support to help her brainstorm 
ideas, etc." Although she left the program, there were a few key people in her program who 
helped her get through her last year and attain a master’s degree. 
A master’s student from a very high research activity university struggled to manage her 
family responsibilities while enrolled in a graduate program. She was never able to integrate 
socially into her department. She said:  
The cohort was only four people and they really didn't engage with me much. I was 
commuting 100 miles each way to campus and I really did not know most of the people 
in other classes because my actual program was so small. She was also working full time 
to help support her family and said, "Hanging out with people or going out for coffee or 
drinks wasn't really possible because I wasn't staying in the area. As for support, my 
husband was my cheerleader, even though he didn't understand what I was doing. 
 
Every student in this group seemed to lack social integration. A participant who said he began 
his graduate program with a sense of naïveté stated:  
Everyone seemed really friendly and utopian at first. Everyone acted like they were going 
to support each other because they had research interests that were progressive. But the 
climate quickly changed and we were in direct competition with each other before long. 
 
Another student who ended up leaving her program in the fifth year said she did not have 
any social network her first year of graduate school and described herself as “an outcast." She 
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said, “I felt like I was working so slowly. I did not have time to develop a social network.” She 
credits her sense of community and belongingness on campus to her roommates: “My 
roommates were Chicanas who were undergraduates. They were a helpful source of social 
connection for me.”  
Two students, who were much younger than the other members of the graduate program 
cohort, did not feel they could relate to the life experiences of the older students and withdrew 
from further bonding. For one of these students, social isolation and homesickness were the 
greatest causes for her withdrawal from a PhD program. She said:  
I would sometimes go out for drinks with cohort members after an exam. But all of the 
students in my program were so much older than me. They had much more life 
experience than me. They had families, jobs, and active lives in the area. I was a young 
student from across the country with nothing established. It was difficult to be in a 
program where the other cohort members had lots going on locally that didn't make them 
available socially. It was very difficult to be so far away from home and having a long-
distance relationship was very hard.  
 
Students who were able to go out with other members of their cohort after class felt a 
greater sense of connection with the students in their departments. Two students were not able to 
socialize with their cohort: the student who was commuting from 100 miles away and the student 
who entered her program at just 20-years-old and was not of legal age to join her colleagues at 
the local pub. Many participants in the group said they found more support from friends outside 
of academia than within it. One participant said, “With other folks outside of academia, I could 
vent. I could be myself.”  
Several students described their families as a major source of emotional support, but 
because they are first-generation college students, their families do not truly understand the 
processes they were engaged in. Their families could not provide them with concrete help. On 
the other hand, their colleagues with more educated family members probably received support 
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that was more academic in nature.  
Funding and financing living expenses. The focus group participants received varying 
degrees of funding. Three of the five participants received teaching assistantships to cover their 
tuition and a partial stipend, but needed to take out loans for their living expenses. The students 
felt that it was essential to understand the details of funding specific to their programs, such as 
how many years they will receive funding and in what form. Other students offered potential 
questions for future scholars to ask, such as, “What do I need to do to ask for more funding?” 
Participants cautioned future scholars against being afraid to ask for more funding. Scholars need 
to know where to go for more funding; for example, is funding available through the department, 
their advisor, or the graduate division? Students also wished they were better able to negotiate 
their funding. As first-generation college students, they were grateful for their initial funding 
offer. It was only once they were in the program that they realized they could have asked for 
additional types of resources, which could have made a huge difference in their research 
progression. Students in this group experienced a lot of competition within their own department 
for funding. One student offered, “It doesn't hurt to ask for more funding. Not all students have 
the same funding. You need to know what resources your school has.” One student without 
funding commuted from home over 100 miles away. In addition, she worked over 25 hours per 
week while managing a family at home. This combination of factors made finishing graduate 
school extremely difficult for her. 
Focus Group 3: Completed PhDs 
This focus group included five students who had already completed their PhD. 
Perceptions of McNair Program. The students had a very positive impression of the 
McNair Program’s ability to prepare students for graduate school. Students in this group describe 
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being a part of McNair as “sort of an honor society.” The students who completed their PhD 
programs felt very strongly about the impact that McNair had on their ability to succeed in 
graduate school. They felt that the “professionalism they were trained for helped them relate to 
faculty as colleagues” and “better prepared them for talking about their research.” One 
participant stated that while she was in the program, she occasionally felt “babysat” because the 
staff was particularly sensitive to issues such as punctuality and adhered to a very rigid structure. 
However, another student disagreed stating that as a young student it was “very important to 
have guidance in professionalism.” She said the guidance was necessary to “help students 
comprehend networking. Beyond that, the program also instilled a sense of well-being, which I 
appreciated also being integrated into the program.” The other students in the group felt the 
services were appropriate to the developmental stage of a traditional college student. One 
participant stated, “Later on, all the structure and rigor of the program help me be more prepared. 
I was young so it was needed.”  
One of the components of the program that this group felt was most helpful was training 
in networking, which helped prepare students for academic conferences. They appreciated 
“learning to speak about their research and behave as a professional” and all agreed “traveling to 
academic conferences was essential to their training.” One participant stated that attending a 
symposium as a McNair scholar was very important training and helped her develop networking 
skills. She said, “At first I hated the idea of going to an academic conference. The atmosphere 
made me nervous. But learning to speak about my research while traveling to academic 
conferences later became a very important skill.” The students also felt that the research and 
writing course offered by McNair was particularly helpful in preparing them for graduate school. 
One participant remarked, “The research class was particularly important because when I arrived 
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in graduate school as a PhD student who came straight from an undergrad program, I would have 
felt much more intimidated if I did not have a solid understanding of the research process.” 
Overall students who completed graduate school felt very positively about the impact that 
McNair had on their success in graduate school. They felt that the training in professionalism 
helped them relate to faculty as colleagues and prepared them for talking about their research. 
One participant said: 
The McNair experience is very essential for first-generation/underrepresented students. 
Navigating that first year of graduate school is difficult and I would not have known what 
to do had we not discussed these issues as a McNair scholar. In fact I don't think I could 
have been as successful in getting into graduate school without McNair. The help in 
developing my personal statement and other aspects of the application, such as the CV, 
really made me a more competitive candidate.  
 
Students felt that it was not just preparation in the admissions process, but the professional skills 
they learned that helped them succeed. One participant stated she:  
Learned how to aggressively seek out opportunities and how to contact people 
confidently. McNair really help me feel more comfortable in the academic environment. 
It helped me become professional so I knew how to network on my own, not just with a 
mentor. I learned how to speak about my research in a way that 'matters' across 
disciplines. 
 
Overall, these participants credited the McNair Scholars Program with providing them with the 
needed skills to navigate graduate school as a first-generation college student.  
Recommendations for McNair Program. Students felt that an additional program 
component that addresses what to expect after you are accepted into graduate should would be 
helpful in transitioning students to prepare for their actual experience in graduate school. 
Students especially desired information from an admissions perspective. Students felt it would be 
helpful to have more interaction with McNair alumni who are already in graduate school to talk 
about department politics, guidelines for funding, and how to deal with setting up dissertation 
committees.  
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Students in this group made recommendations about adding a piece to the program that 
prepared them for the academic job market. Because these students had all completed their PhD 
within the past year, the job market was on the forefront of their concerns and they felt it was 
essential to plan early. One student remarked that when she entered graduate school she “felt 
illiterate in academia as an industry. I wish there had been more discussion about the job market 
for academics while in McNair.” One student suggested the program also include information 
about how to search for postdoctoral opportunities. All felt it was very important to learn more 
about the academic job market and the importance of grant writing.  
One participant stated that the program needed to be more publicized throughout the 
university. She felt that targeting freshman orientation was important to get students thinking 
about graduate school as early as possible.  
Persistence factors. Among completed PhDs, again, academic and social integration 
proved to be the factors most impacting persistence. Students’ relationship with their mentor and 
other faculty in their department was paramount to the success of students’ progress on their own 
research. Students’ connections to their peers was also expressed as a crucial element in each 
students’ persistence through their graduate program.  
Academic integration. This group felt that it was tremendously important for students to 
receive academic support from their mentor. One participant stated, “Without this crucial role of 
support, a student is really without support at all." All agreed that a graduate student’s 
relationship with their advisor is the "make it or break it element." They cautioned any student to 
recognize that "choosing a mentor is your first important decision in graduate school." One 
student in the group withdrew from a previous university and re-enrolled in another PhD 
program. He found the mentor relationship at the first university to be an impossible one and 
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made the extremely difficult and risky decision to withdraw from the program. He was luckily 
reaccepted to another PhD program where he developed a positive relationship with his new 
mentor. He knew early on that he would not flourish under harsh mentorship. He described, 
“There are professors who would berate students to the point where they would question their 
own value. It became a self-fulfilling prophecy for first-generation college students who are 
already questioning themselves… very few people can survive this." 
Social integration. Students in this focus group were keen to point out differences 
between the social climate of their undergraduate institution and graduate school program. One 
student said, “Just because you are good at research does not mean it translates to having good 
people skills. It's important to know how to find support programs for first-generation and 
underrepresented students.” Another student said, “I felt like there was a family at my 
undergraduate institution, but I really struggled with developing faculty relationships in graduate 
school.” One participant added, retrospectively, “I now know that you cannot go into graduate 
school 'glossy eyed', you must understand that graduate school is competitive and can be 
unfriendly.”  
A student who was one of the oldest in her cohort stated:  
I did not feel entrenched in my program. I considered leaving after completing my 
master’s degree and was not dissuaded by anyone. The students were okay with seeing 
me go because I was not well integrated into their cohort. I did not feel entrenched in the 
program with other students, but it was a faculty member who convinced me to continue 
on.  
 
She describes, “I was so disconnected from the students in my program that I later found out 
there was a cohort email group which I was not even included on.” Another student, a younger 
Latina student, reported receiving strong support from her program and never thought of leaving. 
Socially, her main support came from her husband. She describes herself as, “…a bit of a 
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nontraditional student in that I was married and later had a child. Other students in the program 
were young and single.” 
One student commented, “After coming from an undergraduate university where there 
was a convenient communal environment, going to a more individualistic environment and 
searching for social and academic connections was tough.” Another student reflected on the 
motivation of many McNair scholars and described:  
Many underrepresented minority students want to make a difference and that is the 
reason they're motivated to go to college in the first place. And they are very able to get 
involved in student activities, leadership and other aspects of the student experience. 
However once in graduate school, the experience needed to survive as a graduate student 
does not allow for those types of student involvement activities. For some students, 
including myself, it comes as a bit of an identity crisis because I had defined myself so 
much by my high level of involvement as an undergraduate student.  
 
In a follow-up interview this student noted that she previously thought of “academic placement 
as an meritocracy” however she has come to learn that this is not true. She has learned that “How 
people network and leverage their existing resources is more likely to determine their success.”  
A participant who is now a tenure-track professor described the imposter syndrome that 
students sometimes feel as they enter their first year of graduate school and said:  
People don't know what they're talking about, especially fellow graduate students. They 
are usually just talking about their own research when they have not read for class and 
they're trying to sound fancy. Underrepresented students often feel intimidated by the 
way their fellow students talk in class so eloquently about their field. However, listen 
closely because they are trying to disguise that they are not prepared and are instead 
focusing on talking about whatever it is they do know well, such as their very own 
research. 
 
Other students concurred that it was in only retrospect that several of the participants who 
completed their PhD realized how their status as a first-generation college student shaped their 
experiences.  
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Summary of Qualitative Data  
 
Research Question 1. This qualitative portion of the study found that alumni’s 
persistence was most affected by academic and social integration in graduate school, with lower 
levels of academic and social integration being a risk factor for attrition. Focus group interviews 
expressed particularly low academic and social integration among students who withdrew from 
graduate school or considered leaving their graduate program at some point. Realizing the 
perception of their own abilities was limited by self-doubt, many students described feeling 
unable to confidently approach crucial steps in their graduate school experience, such as 
articulating their opinions in seminars, reaching out to faculty for research support and building a 
network of peers in their department.   
Research Question 2. The focus group interviews revealed positive impressions of the 
preparation that the McNair Scholars program provided them in terms of building their research 
and professional skills. Recommendations focused on students receiving existing program 
services in a greater concentration, by either beginning the program earlier in their undergraduate 
program or by requiring additional mandatory events for all participating scholars. The section 
that follows provides quantitative data that will build on the findings from the focus group 
interviews.  
Quantitative Data Analyses  
The quantitative section of this study investigated Research Question 3 [How do 
demographic factors (i.e., age, gender, SES, and baccalaureate GPA) affect McNair alumni’s 
persistence in graduate school]. The null hypothesis stated that demographic factors (i.e., age, 
gender, SES, and baccalaureate GPA) have no effect on McNair alumni’s persistence in graduate 
school. The alternate hypothesis stated that demographic factors affect the persistence of McNair 
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alumni’s persistence in graduate school; more specifically that first-generation college student 
status and SES would have a large negative effect on persistence compared to other variables. 
The participants were 100 McNair Scholars who enrolled in graduate school from 
October 2003 to September 2013. Scholars who did not enroll in graduate school were excluded 
from the analyses. As a result of program eligibility requirements, a large percentage of 
participants were first-generation and low-income students (94% and 84%, respectively). 
Similarly, a large percentage of participants (86%) were traditionally underrepresented in 
graduate studies (i.e., Hispanic, African American, or Native American/Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander). The specific ethnic breakdown of participants was: 41% Hispanic, 34% African 
American, 10% mixed ethnicities, 9% White, 4% Asian American, 1% Native American, and 1% 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. The average age of participants upon entry to graduate school was 
30.5 (SD = 8.8) and ranged from 20 to 73 years of age; the median age was 27.7. The majority of 
participants were female (64%). 
Although all participants earned a bachelor’s degree, the time to degree varied widely 
between participants, ranging from 2.4 years to 32 years. The average time to bachelor’s degree, 
including time spent at the community college, if applicable, was 8.2 years (SD = 5.0); the 
median time to bachelor’s degree was 6 years. The majority of participants (86%) attended 
community college before transferring to a 4-year university. The average cumulative GPA of 
participants at graduation was 3.4 (SD = .3; the median was the same). GPAs ranged from 2.6 to 
4.0.  
Overall, 3% of students entered the McNair Program when they were sophomores, 66% 
when they were juniors, 30% when they were seniors, and 1% when they were a fifth year 
undergraduate. Although there were a variety of majors, 7% of participants majored in “hard 
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sciences” (Math, Computers, Sciences, Engineering, and Technologies or STEM) and 55% of 
participants majored in the social and behavioral sciences, which is sometimes considered 
STEM, while 37% majored in non-STEM fields (1% not applicable). The average quantitative 
GRE percentile was 15.6% (SD = 16.0; median = 8%), while the average verbal GRE percentile 
was 30.9% (SD = 21.0; median = 24%). Quantitative percentiles ranged from 1% to 65%; verbal 
percentiles ranged from 1% to 89%.  
Upon entering graduate school, 53% of participants were in a MA program, 42% were in 
a PhD program, and 5% were in a MA to PhD program. The types of institutions participants 
enrolled in ranged from very high research activity universities (52%) to high research activity 
universities (14%) to doctoral programs (5%) and finally, comprehensive programs (29%). 
Among first year graduate student participants, 9% held a teaching assistantship, 29% held a 
research assistantship, 12% held no assistantship, and 7% held an “other” assistantship (43% not 
applicable). 
As of June 1st, 2014, 63 participants earned a MA and 6 earned a PhD. A total of 38 
participants were still enrolled in their graduate program and 18 had withdrawn from their 
program (either a MA or PhD program). Looking at the data differently, 6% of participants 
completed a PhD, 42% completed a MA as the terminal degree or were in the process of 
completing an MA, 26% of participants were still in the PhD pipeline, 11% withdrew from PhD 
programs but earned a MA, 6% withdrew from PhD programs and did not earn a MA, and 9% 
withdrew from MA programs (see figure 1). The average total years spent in graduate school was 
3.1 (SD = 2.0) and ranged from .3 to 8.8 years; the median total years was 2.7.  
 Multiple Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients were run for the following 
variables: age, time to bachelor’s degree, time since program entry date, cumulative GPA at 
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bachelor’s degree, time since bachelor’s degree, GRE quantitative percentile, GRE verbal 
percentile, and persistence (see Table 5). There was a statistically significant association between 
age and time to bachelor’s degree (r = .57, p < .001) and age and GRE verbal percentile (r = .25, 
p = .02). Older students took more time to complete their bachelor’s degree and had higher 
verbal scores on the GRE. Time to bachelor’s degree was significantly correlated with the GRE 
verbal percentile (r = .40, p < .001) such that longer time to degree was associated with higher 
scores. Time since program entry date was significantly negatively correlated with GRE 
quantitative percentiles such that more time since entry was associated with lower scores (r = -
.22, p = .04). There was a significant correlation between persistence and time since program 
entry (r = .58, p < .001) and time since bachelor’s degree (r = .56, p < .001), respectively. Longer 
time spent in graduate school was significantly associated with longer time since McNair 
Program entry and bachelor’s degree date.  
Independent sample t-tests tested demographic differences (i.e., gender, low-income 
status, underrepresented minority status, and first-generation status) in graduate school 
persistence. Results revealed differences in persistence for income level and underrepresented 
minority status. Participants with low-income status persisted for significantly fewer years (M = 
2.82, SD = 1.83) than those of middle- or high-income status (M = 4.30, SD = 2.61), t(17.89) = 
2.16, p = .05). Differences in persistence between underrepresented participants (M = 3.17, SD = 
2.11) and those not of such status (M = 2.33, SD = 1.36) approached statistical significance, 
t(24.6) = -1.96, p = .06. There were no significant differences in persistence between those of 
first-generation status and those with parents who graduated from college (p = .29) or between 
genders (p = .68).   
A one-way ANOVA tested ethnic differences in graduate school persistence. 
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Unfortunately, due to too few numbers, Asian-American, Native American, and 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander participants were excluded from the analyses. A one-way ANOVA 
revealed significant differences in persistence between Hispanic, African American, White, and 
mixed ethnicity participants, Welch (3, 29.4) = 9.01, p < .001. Post-hoc analyses revealed 
significant differences between Hispanic and mixed ethnicity groups (p < .001) and African 
American and mixed ethnicity groups (p = .004) with mixed ethnicity having the lowest 
persistence of all groups (see Table 6).   
Table 5 
 
Correlations Among Persistence and Key Variables  
 
  
Variable    1    2    3    4    5    6 7 8 
1. Age   --        
  
2. Time to BA  .57**   --      
  
3. Time since 
program entry  
-.06 .05   --     
  
4. Cumulative GPA  .15  .14 -.02   --    
  
5. Time since BA  -.04  .07 .96**  .02   --  
  
6. GRE quantitative -.09  .19  -.22* .17 -.14    -- 
  
7. GRE verbal  .25* .40** .15  .20  .20 .20  --  
8. Persistence  -.12 .06 .58**  .01  .56** -.07 .11 -- 
* p < .05. ** p < .01.    
 
A step-wise linear regression model examined the influence of demographic variables 
and educational predictors on persistence. The total number of variables included in the model 
was limited due to the relatively small sample size. In the first step, persistence was regressed on 
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age, length of time since bachelor’s degree, gender (0 = female), transfer student status (1 = 
attended community college), low-income status (1 = low-income), first-generation status (1 = 
first-generation), and underrepresented minority status (1 = underrepresented minority). In the 
second step, cumulative GPA, type of program (0 = MA, 1 = PhD or MA to PhD program), type 
of institution (0 = doctoral or comprehensive, 1 = very high research activity/high research 
activity university), and major (0 = non-STEM field, 1 = STEM or social/behavioral sciences) 
were entered into the model.  
Table 6 
            
             Relationship Between Ethnicity and Persistence 
       
   
Ethnicity (N = 94) 
   Hispanic 
 
African 
American 
 
  White    Mixed Ethnicity 
   
(n = 41) (n = 35) (n = 9)  (n = 10) 
Variable 
  
M SD 
 
M SD 
 
M SD 
 
M        SD  
           
Persistence* 3.56 2.06 
 
3.22 2.24 
 
2.53 1.66 
 
1.57       .79 
                          
*p < .001 
 
In the final model, time since bachelor’s degree and type of program significantly 
predicted persistence as measured by the total number of years spent in graduate school. Greater 
time since bachelor’s degree and enrollment in a PhD program was associated with greater 
persistence (β = .53, p < .001 and β = .36, p < .001, respectively). After controlling for these 
variables, low-income and first-generation status also significantly predicted persistence. Low-
income participants were less likely to persist than those who were not low-income (β = -.20, p = 
.02). In addition, first-generation participants were more likely to persist than those who were not 
first-generation (β = .17, p = .04). Overall, the final model explained 46.3% of the variance in the 
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persistence variable (see Table 7).  
Quantitative data analysis for all graduated participants of the McNair Scholars Program 
was run for demographic factors and their relation to persistence (RQ3). The persistence rate was 
calculated by summing the total years spent in graduate school. Using SPSS, a linear regression 
model was run to determine the significant predictors of persistence. Statistically significant 
predictor variables were first-generation college student status (β = .17, p = .04) as a positive 
predictor of persistence and low-income status (β = -.20, p = .02) as a negative predictor of 
persistence. Enrollment in a PhD program directly from the bachelor’s degree was also found to 
be a statistically significant variable predicting positive persistence (β = .36, p < .001).  
Consequently, the null hypothesis was rejected; demographic factors had a significant 
effect on McNair alumni’s persistence. As predicted, SES, measured by low-income status, was 
a significant negative predictor of persistence. In contrast to what was anticipated, first-
generation college student status was a significant positive predictor of persistence. Finally, 
enrollment into a PhD program directly from the bachelor’s degree also positively predicted 
persistence.  
Integration of Qualitative and Quantitative Data  
Demographic and enrollment data were extracted specifically for the participants of each 
focus group. The data were de-identified by assigning each participant a participant number that 
reflected the focus group they participated in (i.e., Focus Group 1 participants were 11, 12, 13..., 
Focus Group 2 participants were 21, 22, 23 ..., Focus Group 3 participants were 31, 32, 33...). 
Focus group participants from each group were analyzed according to their demographic and 
enrollment data to determine if there were any relationships within the sample group that could 
explain potential results in the larger sample of all graduates.  
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Table 7 
 
Predictors of Persistence  
     
      
 Model 1  Model 2 
Persistence Variables 
  SE(b)    SE(b) 
      
Time since BA 0.537*** 0.066  0.533*** 0.061 
Age -0.007 0.023  0.037 0.021 
Transfer student
a
 -0.025 0.458  -0.050 0.418 
Low-income
b
 -0.197* 0.471  -0.196* 0.440 
First-generation
c
 0.136 0.709  0.167* 0.665 
Underrepresented
d
 0.034 0.496  0.025 0.474 
GPA -- --  -0.051 0.590 
Type of program
e
 -- --  0.360*** 0.360 
Type of institution
f
 -- --  0.017 0.386 
Major
g
 -- --  0.078 0.327 
Constant (b) 0.682 1.252  0.698 2.233 
      
F(df,df)
 
9.567 (6,92)***  9.440 (10,88)*** 
2R  0.384 
0.344 
 0.113 
0.463 2
adjustedR   
 
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
a
 The group coded 1 = transfer students. 
b 
The group coded 1 = Low-income 
students. 
c
 The group coded 1 = first-generation students. 
d
 The group coded 1 = underrepresented students. 
e
 The 
group coded 1 = PhD or MA to PhD students. 
f
 The group coded 1 = very high research activity/high research 
activity universities.
 g
 The group coded 1 = STEM or social/behavioral science majors.
 
 
Dominant themes for Focus Group 1, which consisted of students who were currently 
enrolled in PhD programs were academic integration, relationship with faculty mentor, and 
social integration. Notably, group members were all low-income students and first-generation 
college students. Six of the eight students were underrepresented minorities and six of the eight 
students were attending very high research activity universities. 
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The dominant themes for Focus Group 2, which consisted of students who had withdrawn 
from their graduate program were: social integration, academic integration and isolation from 
family. The notable demographic and enrollment factors in this group were that all students were 
first-generation college students from underrepresented backgrounds and low-income household. 
All students attended and ultimately withdrew from a very high research activity university. Two 
students in this group earned master’s degrees through their graduate programs, which would 
have ultimately resulted in PhD completion. Three students left their programs without any 
degree at all.  
Dominant themes from Focus Group 3, which consisted of scholars who completed their 
PhDs were academic integration, social integration, relationship with faculty mentor, and 
concerns with job market/aspirations after graduate school. Notable demographics about the 
completed PhD group were that all students were underrepresented minorities and first-
generation college students. More than half of the students were not from low-income 
households; two were from low-income households and three were not. Three participants were 
from very high research activity universities and two were from high research activity research 
universities. All entered PhD programs directly following the bachelor’s degree and earned a 
master’s degree through the same graduate program from which they earned their PhD. 
Demographics applied to Alumni Perceptions (RQ4). Research Question 4 examined 
how demographic factors build on or explain McNair alumni's perceptions. Demographic 
variables and enrollment data were used to build on alumni perceptions found during participant 
focus groups. Participants in the focus group interviews who came from low-income 
backgrounds demonstrated the greatest level of insecurity in the perceptions of their academic 
abilities compared to their peers, particularly more privileged peers. Low-income students were 
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keenly aware of the greater exposure more privileged peers had and felt a sense of inadequacy in 
revealing their low-income background. Interestingly, focus group participants who had 
withdrawn from graduate school were all low-income students. The students demonstrating the 
greatest success, an earned PhD, were primarily from households with higher SES (60% of focus 
group participants). 
Similar to other studies of McNair scholars program, participants in this study who were 
of first-generation college status showed higher persistence rates compared to those whose 
parents earned a bachelor’s degree. First generation college students in the focus groups 
described how essential their McNair training was to their success in graduate school because it 
was tailored, exposing students to the skills needed for navigation through academia. Several 
first-generation college students stated they would, "have been lost without the McNair training." 
The program components cited as most helpful to their success in graduate school were, the 
research writing and design, workshops geared toward academic professionalism, and the 
opportunity (funding for student and mentor) to present their research at academic conferences. 
First generation students felt these program components helped bridge their unfamiliarity with 
academia through exposure while still in the supportive environment of their undergraduate 
experience. 
Several demographic and enrollment variables were found to be a recurring phenomenon 
in the perceptions of students in the focus groups, yet did not demonstrate statistical significance 
in the larger sample of McNair alumni. For example, age did not prove to be a statistically 
significant variable in the quantitative analysis; however, participants in the focus group who 
were either the youngest or the oldest in their graduate cohort felt disconnected socially from 
their peers. In other words, although age of the participants did not prove to be a persistence 
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factor among the larger sample, students' age in relation to the average age of their peers in 
graduate school affected how connected they were to their peers. In addition, underrepresented 
minority students (URMs) did experience more awareness of the lack of diversity in their 
graduate school environments. The students who expressed the highest number of micro 
aggressions were from humanities based majors. The students and humanities fields felt there 
was a hegemonic dominance that permeated not only the curriculum, but also the value of 
opinions among their peers. URMs in humanities fields that had withdrawn from graduate school 
described a highly racialized environment. The students described an unwelcoming environment 
and difficulty in establishing social connections as primary motivators for withdrawal.  
In summary, demographic factors assisted in explaining McNair alumni's perceptions in 
two significant ways. Essentially, low-income students were self-conscious about their 
socioeconomic standing and were often consumed with attempting to conceal the disparity 
between themselves and their more privileged peers. Furthermore, first-generation college 
students benefitted most from McNair training and were greatly assisted by training in research 
and academic professionalism.  
Recommendations for Program Components (RQ5). The fifth research question 
sought to understand what improvements to program components are needed for the McNair 
Scholars Program to effectively prepare first-generation college students for successful 
persistence in graduate school. What improvements to program components are needed for the 
McNair Scholars Program to effectively prepare first-generation college students for successful 
persistence in graduate school? The integration of qualitative data (from the focus group 
interviews) and quantitative data (from program alumni's demographic and enrollment records) 
reveals essential improvements needed within the McNair Program to effectively prepare first-
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generation college students for successful persistence in graduate school. Eligibility for program 
participation requires that students not only be a first-generation college student, but also either 
from a low-income household or an underrepresented minority background. Therefore, program 
components must also factor in the preparation needed for students to ameliorate the variables of 
low-income status and underrepresented minority background. 
Alumni from low-income backgrounds expressed concerns regarding the level of 
inadequacy they felt compared to their more privileged peers, particularly in articulating their 
research among their peers and in taking chances needed to forge social connections with their 
peers. Activities are recommended that give students the opportunity to articulate their research 
in small groups, similar to discussions found in graduate-level seminar courses. Furthermore, 
workshops that give students the interpersonal communication skill building needed to initiate 
and maintain social connections with their peers should be built into the program's workshop 
component. Partnering with other McNair programs in the region can provide "new faces" to 
practice these skills with; the exposure can be mutually beneficial for both groups as they share 
similar needs based on common eligibility factors. 
Students from underrepresented minority backgrounds expressed a sense of culture shock 
and some noted microaggressions when entering graduate school at research universities with 
high research activity, which nationwide are notably not diverse. A course specifically for 
McNair scholars that approaches the social justice aspect of diversity in graduate school is 
recommended to complement the current McNair research course that has been so effective and 
widely cited as the strongest program component by alumni. The course must tackle issues 
implicit in diversifying graduate education in the United States, including the themes found in 
this study such as the importance of academic and social integration for the persistence of first-
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generation, low-income students and underrepresented minority students. A credit course has 
been recommended because alumni in this study have noted the importance of instituting more 
mandatory program activities. Allowing students to receive course credit toward their academic 
record is a more effective option for students than requiring another series of voluntary 
workshops that strain their already full academic schedule and research experiences. In addition, 
exposure to cultural activities and pursuits commonly frequented by individuals with higher 
social capital are recommended for program components. In summary, the program components 
in need of improvement for the McNair Scholars program to effectively prepare first-generation 
college students for successful persistence in graduate school included (a) an increase in research 
discussion groups, (b) the addition of interpersonal communication skills building workshops, 
and (c) the addition of a course addressing aspects of diversity in graduate school.  
Summary of Findings 
This chapter describes the experiences and background information of McNair Program 
alumni who have enrolled in graduate school. The goal of this chapter was to explore each 
alumni participants’ graduate school experiences and integrate their perceptions with 
demographic and enrollment information. In summary the findings in this chapter reveal: (a) 
reasons why participants are failing to persist in graduate school, (b) the perceptions of the 
program’s ability to prepare alumni for graduate school, (c) the demographic factors that affect 
alumni's persistence in graduate school (d) how demographic factors build on alumni perceptions 
of the program, (e) needed improvements to program components that effectively prepare first-
generation college students for successful persistence and graduate school.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
Introduction 
The purpose of this process-based evaluation was to: (a) understand why some McNair 
Scholars Program participants fail to persist to completion of a doctoral degree, (b) determine 
how demographic factors affect McNair alumni’s persistence into graduate school, and (c) 
determine what improvements to program components are needed for the McNair Scholars 
Program to effectively prepare first-generation college students for successful persistence in 
graduate school. This study used a sequential exploratory mixed methods approach to examine 
the components of the program that ameliorated the obstacles faced by first-generation college 
students as they entered and persisted through graduate school. McNair alumni participated in 
focus groups and identified obstacles encountered in graduate school. In addition, demographic 
and enrollment data were analyzed and merged with qualitative data to provide recommendations 
for program improvement.  
Study Overview 
 The following questions guided the process-based evaluation: 
1. Why are some McNair Scholars Program participants failing to persist to completion 
of a doctoral degree? 
2. What are McNair Scholars Program alumni’s perceptions of the program’s ability to 
prepare students for graduate school? 
3. How do demographic factors (i.e., age, gender, SES, and baccalaureate GPA) affect 
McNair alumni’s persistence in graduate school? 
4. How do demographic factors build on or explain McNair alumni’s perceptions of the 
program’s ability to prepare students for graduate school? 
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5. What improvements to program components are needed for the McNair Scholars 
Program to effectively prepare first-generation college students for successful persistence in 
graduate school? 
Summary of Findings 
This process-based evaluation of the McNair Scholars Program provided an 
understanding of alumni persistence, determined how demographic factors affected persistence, 
and provided recommendations for improvements to program components that prepare first-
generation college students for persistence in graduate school. The study found that alumni who 
were most at risk for attrition had low levels of academic and social integration in graduate 
school. Focus group interviews revealed remarkably low academic and social integration among 
students who withdrew from graduate school or considered leaving their program.  
 In the quantitative analyses, three demographic factors affected students’ persistence in 
graduate school: low-income status,  first-generation college status, and direct enrollment in to a 
PhD program following baccalaureate graduation. Program participants from low-income 
households had lower persistence rates. Somewhat unexpected, first-generation college students 
had higher persistence rates in this study. This result is best understood within the specific 
context of the McNair Scholars Program, a program that promotes success among first-
generation college students using campus specific resources. Students who entered a PhD 
program after completing the bachelor’s degree, compared to another type of program, displayed 
higher levels of persistence. Finally, the number of years since students completed the bachelor’s 
degree was associated with increased persistence, but this merely paralleled the increased years 
available to spend in graduate school. 
 In the focus groups, students expressed an overwhelmingly positive impression of the 
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McNair Scholars Program. Students felt the program was well organized and structured to help 
them prepare for graduate school and address their individual needs. Students felt they were part 
of an elite group of high achieving students. This group identity encouraged them to set high 
standards for themselves and develop themselves professionally. They cited the McNair research 
and writing class as the most helpful component for their success in graduate school. A 
secondary yet important component of the program to students was the continued funding of 
travel to academic conferences where they could hone their networking skills.  
 Students made several suggestions for improvements in program components based on 
their graduate school experiences. Both currently enrolled students and students who earned a 
PhD desired more information about the academic job market. Alumni also recommended more 
information about building relationships with faculty members in graduate school and 
negotiating funding within their graduate department. Interestingly, students recommended that 
McNair scholars begin the program earlier so they can have an additional year of preparation 
before graduate school. 
Interpretation of Findings 
 
 Research Question 1. The first research question sought to examine the predictors of 
persistence among McNair Scholars Program participants. Quantitative analyses identified 
statistically significant variables that contributed to students’ persistence in graduate school. 
Students who came from low-income households had lower persistence rates than students who 
came from households of higher incomes. This finding is consistent with literature on social 
capital and its effects on students’ experiences in academia (Gardener & Holley, 2011; Gopaul, 
2011; Lane & Taber, 2012; Ovink & Veazey, 2011; Posselt & Black, 2012; Swartz, 2009).  
 Findings from the focus groups were also consistent with the social capital literature: 
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participants who withdrew from their graduate programs had the lowest levels of academic and 
social integration and experienced feelings of inadequacy compared to their peers. Participants 
who withdrew from their graduate programs or considered leaving did not have strong 
connections with faculty members and had difficulty piecing together a dissertation committee. 
Additionally, many students were unable to secure social support from their peers. As a result, 
they missed out on important opportunities to discuss or peer-edit their work, create writing 
groups for accountability, or receive encouragement and validation from others. These findings 
highlight the important connection between social capital and academic and social integration 
found in the literature, especially among disadvantaged college students (Engle, 2007; Gopaul, 
2011; Strayhorn, 2012). 
Students who ultimately withdrew from their programs performed well academically, but 
lacked academic and social integration within their department. These students felt that they 
were not able to contribute to seminar discussions nor did they know how to engage with other 
students who had greater perceived social capital. Although their reticence to be more outspoken 
was a result of psychological and emotional factors more than academic deficiencies, students 
felt paralyzed and afraid to put themselves in a vulnerable position. Similar experiences have 
been reported in those with imposter syndrome, such as preferring to stay quiet rather than be 
exposed as potentially inferior (Gardener & Holley, 2011; Stebleton & Soria, 2012). Students 
who withdrew from their PhD programs described feelings of inadequacy and inferiority 
compared to more privileged students. Interestingly, students’ academic performances were not a 
factor in their decision to withdraw from the program. Overwhelmingly, it was feelings of being 
out of their element, feeling paralyzed by their inability to effectively deal with the politics of 
their department, and awkwardness in their relationships with faculty that led them to withdraw 
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from the program. These challenges led to difficulties in forming a dissertation committee and 
ultimately put an end to students’ independent research efforts.  
Research Question 2. The second research question assessed students’ perceptions of the 
program’s ability to prepare students for graduate school. In general, alumni perceived the 
program as being extremely instrumental in preparing them academically for the research 
process. Students felt that they had more familiarity with the research process and more 
professional training than their peers. Students learned communication skills during the program 
that gave them a better sense of how to present themselves as they navigated the academic 
landscape. Some students, who were near the end of their graduate programs, felt the program 
should provide more information about the realities of the academic job market. Because of the 
hiring freezes and economic difficulties in recent years, students wondered if they would be able 
to find a job in academia following the completion of a degree. Students on the whole felt 
discouraged about academic job prospects and a few did not believe there was enough benefit to 
complete the doctoral degree. Students also desired more information about negotiating graduate 
school funding. They realized too late that many aspects of funding packages were negotiable 
and they wished they had a better understanding of their options before they entered graduate 
school. For example, students wanted to know more about the options for costs that were not 
covered in the funding package. Alumni believed that a fuller understanding of funding would 
have led to greater financial security and better living conditions while in graduate school. 
Research Question 3. The third research question examined the influence of 
demographic factors on McNair alumni’s persistence in graduate school. Quantitative analyses 
revealed two significant factors that affected persistence in graduate school: low-income status 
and first-generation college student status. Low-income status was significantly associated with 
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lower graduate school persistence rates. In the analyses, low-income served as a marker for low 
social capital. The results speak to the challenges that students with low social capital face in 
graduate school compared to their more privileged peers. One correlate of low social capital is 
feelings of inadequacy and inferiority. Students who did not complete their doctoral program 
reported feelings of inadequacy and inferiority when comparing themselves to seemingly more 
privileged counterparts in their cohort. They believed that other students had been exposed to 
greater depth in their fields, such as relevant theories and related philosophies. Yet, students with 
low social capital did not consider the value of their lived experiences, even when their 
experiences related to the topic at hand in seminars. Their self-consciousness inhibited them 
from participating in the discussion. 
First-generation college students in this study demonstrated higher persistence rates than 
non-first-generation students. It was surprising to find that first-generation college students 
outperformed their peers with educated parents. Other demographic factors such as age and 
ethnicity did not significantly predict persistence rates. It is not the first time that at-risk 
participants, such as first-generation college students, outperformed peers without such 
disadvantages. Ishiyama and Hopkins (2003) found that McNair Program participants 
outperformed their peers in graduate school who did not share the same at-risk characteristics. 
This outcome was a result of the research and graduate school preparation scholars received from 
the McNair Program. Similar programming is built into the McNair Program evaluated in the 
current study. Specifically, the McNair Program addresses the challenges that first-generation 
college students experience in graduate school, such as navigating the academic landscape and 
being unfamiliar with the matriculation process. Another important consideration when 
interpreting this finding is the type of graduate program chosen by the first-generation college 
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students. Underrepresented minority students typically choose a campus based on its proximity 
to family members, without considering its match with their academic performance (Ramirez, 
2013). Many of the first-generation college students in this study chose a less-selective, graduate 
university based on proximity to home. The researcher speculates that non-first-generation 
college students have a better understanding of college selection and their choices to attend less-
selective universities may have been regulated by their sub-optimal academic performance, 
which carried over to graduate school. 
Research Question 4. The fourth research question sought to connect demographic 
factors with McNair alumni’s perceptions of the program. In the quantitative analyses, low-
income status was the demographic factor that most affected McNair alumni’s persistence in 
graduate school. Students from low-income backgrounds had lower graduate school persistence 
rates than students from higher income backgrounds. Low persistence rates were further 
explored in the focus group interviews. Interestingly, the focus group participants who withdrew 
from graduate school were all from low-income households. Supporting the literature on social 
capital and its effects in academia (Gardener & Holley, 2011; Gopaul, 2011; Lane & Taber, 
2012; Ovink & Veazey, 2011; Posselt & Black, 2012; Swartz, 2009), students in this focus group 
expressed strong feelings of inadequacy. Students were highly self-aware of the differences 
between themselves and their more privileged graduate school peers. Very early on in their 
programs, students felt they did not belong. Their self-consciousness began affecting their ability 
to speak up in seminars as they assumed their voice was not valued. This was the first time that 
several participants shared their perceptions of inadequacy and its role in their withdrawal from 
the program. It was a relief for them to have their feelings validated by other students whom they 
respected academically and professionally.  
97 
 
 
Low-income status is not only important in understanding graduate student persistence, 
but it is also strongly related to low levels of academic and social integration as outlined in social 
capital theory. As a result of feeling inadequate, low-income students do not participate in the 
very aspects of graduate student engagement that could have improved their academic success, 
similar to the phenomenon found by Hernandez (2002) with undergraduate students. This proved 
to be an area that McNair scholars were not equipped to face in graduate school. The McNair 
Scholars Program prepares students for an unfamiliar academic process; however, it does not 
deeply explore the emotional aspects of feeling out of place in graduate school. Students stated 
that it was not until they were in the focus group with other students who withdrew from their 
programs that they were able to admit the true reason for withdrawal from their programs. The 
researcher was surprised to hear the shame and embarrassment alumni expressed as they 
attributed their withdrawal to emotions related to feeling out of place and inferior. Several of the 
students previously stated they withdrew because they needed to work full time or because the 
graduate program was not a good “fit” for them. This painful realization truly changed the 
researcher’s understanding of the magnitude of the effects of low-income status on persistence in 
graduate school. With 84% of study participants coming from low-income households, it is 
imperative that program components address this issue more directly. 
Research Question 5. The fifth research question identified McNair Program 
components that can be improved upon to increase the successful persistence of first-generation 
college students in graduate school. Based on the results of the qualitative and quantitative 
analyses, several McNair Program components can be improved upon. Students currently in the 
McNair Scholars Program need additional information and practice to help them better 
communicate and articulate their thoughts once in graduate school. Many students, particularly 
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those from low-income backgrounds, reported being unable to eloquently articulate their 
thoughts as well as their peers from more privileged educational backgrounds. This seemed to go 
beyond the imposter syndrome because it involved an actual deficit in preparation. Students felt 
that although all graduate students feel an initial sense of inadequacy, first-generation college 
students, particularly those from a low-income background, experience a more profound sense of 
inadequacy. Disadvantaged students have not received as wide a knowledge base in their 
undergraduate experience, or even their K-12 experience, compared to the wide and deep 
knowledge base of peers from more privileged educational backgrounds. Alumni suggested that 
program components must help students articulate their own research as well as relevant theories 
and perspectives in their field. This can be accomplished through exposure to communication 
skills within academic departments and nurturing connections with advisors, department chairs, 
faculty members, and graduate students. It was also recommended that the McNair Program 
broaden their services by including a career counseling component that helps alumni navigate the 
academic job market of their field following the attainment of a degree. This component will 
help students feel optimistic and encouraged to complete their doctoral program knowing that 
they have career options both inside and outside of academia.  
Context of Findings 
 
The findings of the current study were consistent with other studies of first-generation 
college students and the challenges they face in graduate school. The finding that low-income 
students had significantly lower persistence rates than their more privileged counterparts is in 
line with the literature on social capital and its effects in academia (Gardener & Holley, 2011; 
Gopaul, 2011; Lane & Taber, 2012; Ovink & Veazey, 2011; Posselt & Black, 2012; Swartz, 
2009). However, this study refuted previous studies of persistence among first-generation college 
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students (e.g., Padgett et al., 2012), which reported lower levels of persistence for this population 
compared to peers with college-educated parents. A crucial study that offers support for the 
findings in the current study is Ishiyama and Hopkins (2003). Ishiyama and Hopkins found that 
McNair Program participants, some of whom were first-generation college students, were more 
likely to successfully complete graduate school compared to first-generation college students 
who do not participate in the program. Thus, participation in the McNair Scholars Program was 
especially advantageous for first-generation college students. In the current study, first-
generation college students persisted in graduate school longer than students with more educated 
parents. Similar to Ishiyama and Hopkins, the McNair Program in this study provided students 
with intensive faculty mentoring and a research experience, both of which lead to significant 
increases in persistence. It is speculated that these program components differentially affect 
students, with first-generation college students benefitting more than non-first-generation college 
students. It is also important to note that the current study was a select sample of students from 
the McNair Scholars Program. Students in the current study all completed a bachelor’s degree 
and entered a graduate school program. Thus, the findings are not representative to all first-
generation McNair Program participants.  
The findings in the current study lend additional support to studies (e.g., Rendon, 1994) 
that recognize the importance of nontraditional and first-generation college students feeling 
validated in academic environments. Students in this study were, surprisingly, still connected to 
their undergraduate McNair mentor for both academic guidance and encouragement in graduate 
school. Students who felt a greater sense of validation from their undergraduate mentor 
experienced continued academic support from this mentor well into their graduate studies. The 
current study also supported the recommendations of Engle (2007) that first-generation college 
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students receive sufficient financial aid in graduate school to offset the amount of off-campus 
work students engage in. In this study, students with increased levels of funding had more 
favorable living situations that led to increased academic and social engagement, both within the 
department and on campus. 
Comparison to Other Studies of the McNair Scholars Program 
The findings in the current study supported the existing literature on McNair Scholars 
Programs. Similar to Kniffin’s (2007) study of McNair scholars, this study found that students 
have a reluctance to expose themselves as first-generation college students or low-income 
students. Students felt shameful about these social identities. Similarly, students felt that they 
“did not belong” in graduate school when they were unable to eloquently articulate themselves in 
a way that was similar to more privileged students. 
First-generation college students found it especially important to form a network of peers 
with similar characteristics and experiences. In the McNair Scholars Program, this network is 
formed through the implementation of a cohort model. In Posselt and Black’s (2012) study of 
McNair scholars’ experiences, students were able to form a bridge to graduate school because of 
the supportive environment of common experiences at their undergraduate institutions. Posselt 
and Black’s study was groundbreaking in establishing recommendations to address obstacles 
specific to first-generation college students entering elite research institutions. Similar to the 
findings in the current study, Willison and Gibson’s (2011) study of McNair scholars found that 
students were well prepared for graduate school academically and in terms of research, but were 
not prepared for the socio-emotional challenges of living away from home and being an 
underrepresented minority student in graduate school. 
 
101 
 
 
Doctoral Persistence and First-Generation College Students  
Several findings in this study directly support literature on first-generation college 
students. Job market opportunities were a particular concern among students who completed 
their PhD or were close to completing their PhD. Of the five participants who completed their 
PhD, two obtained tenure-track positions at a comprehensive university and two hold lecturer 
positions at comprehensive universities. One student is a research assistant at a comprehensive 
university. These results support Kniffin’s (2007) study, which explored unspoken roadblocks 
for first-generation college students at every level in academia and found that advantages persist 
for students with college-educated parents.  
Similar to the study by Wao and Onwuegbuzie (2011), this study found that first-
generation college students felt marginalized in graduate school and did not engage in high-level 
social and academic integration activities. Furthermore, faculty perceived first-generation college 
students as less prepared than students with well-educated parents. Lastly, Wao and 
Onwuegbuzie also found that gender, ethnicity, age, and GRE scores were not significantly 
associated with students’ success in doctoral programs.  
Gardner and Holley (2011) found that nontraditional students experienced imposter 
syndrome and felt a lack of confidence in graduate school. Similar to the findings of the current 
study, students with less social capital were afraid of being exposed as low-income and did not 
take steps to completely integrate into the academic department. Kniffin (2007) also found that 
students were reluctant to identify as nontraditional for fear of not having the social markers of 
their peers. Stebleton and Soria (2012) described the negative effects of imposter syndrome and 
emphasized the importance of students nurturing social and academic connections for success in 
graduate school. This was one of the most difficult issues for students in the current study. 
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Students in the current study were aware of the importance of academic and social integration, 
yet felt reticence to fully engage in their academic departments. 
In the current study, students who felt a sense of inadequacy among their peers further 
withdrew from their programs and did not fully engage in classroom discussions. Hernandez 
(2002) found that underrepresented minority students who felt out of place on college campuses 
did not utilize the academic resources needed to succeed in academia. Instead, these students 
withdrew from social connections. This was also true of students in the current study. Students 
who ultimately withdrew from graduate school overwhelmingly described a sense of inadequacy 
that kept them from engaging in opportunities that would lead to greater academic and social 
integration. 
Similar to Engle’s (2007) study of undergraduate first-generation college students, this 
study also found that first-generation college students experience “culture shock” as they 
acclimated to graduate programs at research universities. In each focus group in the current 
study, students felt out of place and experienced low levels of academic and social integration. 
This was especially true for students who withdrew from their graduate programs. The findings 
of this study were consistent with a study by Clark et al. (2012) which demonstrated a correlation 
between students’ sense of belonging and their levels of academic and social integration. 
Students in this study overwhelming identified a connection between their level of belonging in 
their graduate program and their participation in campus and departmental activities.  
In the present study, students’ connections with their McNair cohort continued well into 
graduate school. Posselt and Black (2012) reported similar findings: the formation of a peer 
network provided students with a positive reference group and continued support throughout the 
research process. In the current study, many students also continued to turn to their 
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undergraduate McNair mentors for guidance. Participants continue to seek academic and 
professional guidance from their undergraduate mentor because they felt they could be candid 
with them and never felt inadequate when interacting with them. This finding supports Rendon’s 
(1994) theory of validation, which describes the importance of feeling validated as a researcher 
for first-generation college students’ sense of self-efficacy. Based on the focus groups in the 
current study, students who did not receive this type of validation and support ultimately dropped 
out of graduate school.  
Implications of the Study 
This study has implications for educators who work with low-income students, first-
generation college students, and underrepresented minority students. This study identified low-
income status as the highest risk factor for withdrawing from a graduate program. Qualitative 
analyses revealed that this was not related to the financial crisis but students’ feelings 
surrounding their low-income status, which challenged their sense of self-efficacy in graduate 
school. Educators need to find new ways to instill a sense of confidence in low-income students. 
Exposing low-income students to cultural activities can increase the cultural capital of low-
income students and increase their confidence when interacting with peers and faculty in 
graduate school. 
The alumni in this study recommended that McNair participants attend more mandatory 
program activities. With hindsight, students really understood and valued the importance of 
program activities for their success in graduate school. Students even recommended an 
additional year of preparation in the McNair Program. This recommendation was unanticipated; 
while in the program, many of the same students indicated that program activities were a source 
of additional stress in their lives. However, this recommendation was voiced throughout the 
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focus groups and is worthy of considering on a trial basis. It would be important to assess 
changes in perceived preparation and persistence in graduate school with an additional year of 
McNair programming. 
Alumni indicated strong feelings of inadequacy compared to their graduate school peers. 
This inadequacy was strongest in small seminars and discussions. Alumni described feeling 
unable to confidently express their opinions and perspectives on assigned course readings. 
Adding in simulated small discussion groups to either the program’s research class or summer 
research program will give students the opportunity to practice reading challenging course 
material and engaging in a thoughtful discussion with a small group of peers. Continued 
exposure to this activity could help alleviate some of the self-consciousness students may feel 
when interacting with peers who appear to be more articulate or use more sophisticated 
vocabulary in graduate school. This activity could also be a collaboration with other local 
McNair Programs so that students have the opportunity to engage in intellectual discourse with 
unfamiliar peers. 
Workshops currently offered by the McNair Program can begin to address some of the 
challenges raised by students in focus groups. For example, students can self-reflect in writing or 
discussion about graduate school challenges related to social capital. Students can imagine 
interacting with graduate students with high social capital; for example, students whose parents 
have advanced degrees or who have spent extensive time studying abroad before coming to 
graduate school. Other topics could include exploring what it might be like to be the only 
underrepresented student within a graduate cohort. With these activities, students become 
familiar with the realities of graduate school and have the opportunity to develop strategies ahead 
of time to deal with these challenges. Another suggestion made by several alumni was to have a 
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buddy system where previous McNair scholars are matched with current scholars to share their 
experiences in graduate school. This can be a powerful tool for role modeling and also keep 
alumni connected to the program as they progress in graduate school. 
Future Directions of Research 
 
It would be of interest to examine the persistence rates of students who did not participate 
in a preparation program because the study was limited to McNair participants at this university. 
It would also be interesting to do a comparative study with similar graduate preparation 
programs on campus. Did these programs have different results? Did they have a different 
structure or use different program components compared to McNair? 
Additional recommendations for future research include conducting focus groups with 
participants from other McNair Programs to account for various factors, such as program 
services offered and the diversity of the undergraduate campus. Because McNair Programs 
across the country vary in the program components they offer, examining students’ persistence 
rates in graduate school according to the program services they received at their home institution 
would provide an interesting perspective of the most needed services to prepare first-generation 
college students for graduate school. For example, do students who have an undergraduate 
experience at a very high research activity university adapt better to graduate school in a similar 
university? Or do first-generation college students experience similar obstacles as they transition 
to the next level academia regardless of the type of university?  
Limitations 
This study was situated during a period of economic recession in the U.S. During the 
years that students attended graduate school, there was a dearth of academic jobs available 
following completion of a degree. It is possible that students’ perceptions were affected by the 
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bleak job market. Given the dismal outlook, some students may have had a more negative 
outlook on the availability of academic positions after graduation. 
This study has limited generalizability due to a small sample size. The demographics of 
this campus are unique and do not necessarily constitute the same graduate school preparation 
needs of students at another campus. Although the researcher acknowledges that generalizability 
was not the aim of qualitative research, the thick description of the focus group interviews 
provides insight into the phenomenon experienced by first-generation college students in 
graduate school.  
Due to the geographic spread of participants, the technology used in the study was 
limited to a telephone focus group. In-person face-to-face focus groups may have yielded 
different group dynamics or conclusions. However, students did not necessarily recognize the 
voices of other participants they knew from their time in the program. It often took some time for 
students to realize that they did in fact know another participant. Participants may have been 
more candid about their experiences given their familiarity with the other participants. It is 
unknown whether they would have increased or decreased the amount of information provided to 
unfamiliar participants. 
Participants in the study spoke from a retrospective point of view that may have reflected 
a bias recall of their experiences. Due to the nature of focus groups, the conversation may have 
steered students to remember experiences more positively or negatively than originally 
experienced. It may have been challenging for students to report on previous experiences they 
did not have the vocabulary to express until other students began discussing similar situations.  
Because the sampling procedure for this study included voluntary participation from prior 
participants in the program, students who chose to participate in the focus groups may have had 
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experiences that led them to engage in a study about their experiences. Students who did not 
have such strong feelings about their experiences, or the vocabulary to discuss them, may have 
self-selected out of the study. The missing stories of those students are important in constructing 
an accurate description of the McNair Scholars Program. The study sample was further limited 
by the unique demographics of the host university. Because it is a highly diverse urban 
comprehensive university, students may have been especially unfamiliar with research 
universities and peers with high social capital. Students described a sense of community at their 
undergraduate institution that was a stark contrast to the lack of community they felt when they 
entered a research university.  
Finally, the understanding and perspective of the researcher may have affected the 
objectivity of the qualitative data analysis. As the director of the program being studied, the 
researcher brings in a certain bias based on her own interpretations of the phenomenon being 
described and the experiences of students. Although the researcher is from an underrepresented 
minority background, she does not have the lived experiences of a first-generation college 
student and is subject to interpretation through her own perspectives. 
Recommendations 
The researcher offers the following recommendations to the McNair Scholars Program 
based on this study. First, the primary factors contributing to low persistence rates to the doctoral 
degree included low academic and social integration in graduate school and students’ feelings of 
inadequacy. Building in a component that services alumni will keep issues of academic and 
social integration at the forefront of alumni’s minds. This will also give alumni an opportunity to 
feel less isolated, while still providing an understanding of the process and realities of graduate 
school. 
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It is recommended that the program provide ongoing support to alumni in graduate 
school by checking in at least twice per semester through an online or telephone group chat. This 
will help alumni process their experiences and stay socially engaged with cohort members who 
are experiencing similar struggles. Recommendations for academic engagement at the graduate 
school university will also be suggested during the group chats. Students will have the 
opportunity to meet with McNair staff by phone to discuss individual students obstacles. In 
return for the services provided to alumni, alumni will be required to speak with current McNair 
students once per semester in person or through video chat to answer questions or share their 
graduate student experiences.  
In order to help students deal with feelings of inadequacy, it is recommended that the 
McNair Scholars Program provide opportunities for academic and social engagement as they 
enter their first year of graduate school. Suggestions include providing an online or social media 
platform for students to connect with program staff and previous cohort members. While 
participating in telephone focus groups for this study, students found a therapeutic outlet in 
talking to their peers about their experiences in graduate school. As students realized their 
respected peers were experiencing the same types of obstacles, they began to feel theirs was a 
common experience and that they too could overcome the same obstacles their peers did.  
Alumni perceptions of the McNair Program were overwhelmingly positive. Efforts 
identified as helpful preparation for graduate school will be continued. Some of the components 
frequently mentioned as most helpful were: assistance with the graduate application process, 
introduction to the research process through the McNair research and writing course, visits to 
academic conferences, campus visits to research universities, and continued funding for travel. 
Based on feedback from McNair alumni, first-generation college students desire 
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interactions with faculty and McNair staff that validate them as future researchers. Students 
overwhelmingly felt that the McNair staff was supportive and encouraging in guiding students 
through new and challenging aspects of graduate school preparation. It is recommended that the 
McNair Scholars Program continue to foster supportive and validating relationships between 
students, faculty members, and staff. 
Additional recommendations for improvements to the program include adding more 
preparation for students’ future job opportunities in academia as well as helping students explore 
career possibilities outside of academia. It is recommended that a staff person with career 
counseling experience serve in at least a part-time capacity to help students explore their ideal fit 
for graduate school and job opportunities after graduate school. It is also recommended that the 
program provide more publicity to students at the host campus to open additional opportunities 
and nurture a campus climate that encourages graduate school enrollment. 
 All students in this study were first-generation college students and received similar 
program services that targeted first-generation students. Quantitative analyses revealed a positive 
relationship between first-generation student status and persistence in graduate school. This 
finding is credited to the success of the program because typically, first-generation college 
students have much lower persistence rates to the doctoral degree compared to students with 
well-educated parents. However, consistent with previous research, low-income status negatively 
affected persistence rate. This speaks to research findings that low levels of social capital create 
unique challenges for students at research universities. It is recommended that students connect 
with graduate students at prospective doctoral programs to discuss practical issues at the 
university. By working with McNair staff, students will gain a comprehensive understanding of 
ideal program fit in terms of research, faculty mentors, and the social atmosphere of the graduate 
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program. Because the research course offered by the program received overwhelmingly positive 
feedback, it is recommended that a second course be added to explore social justice aspects of 
disparities in graduate school to empower students. 
Similar to studies on social capital and socioeconomic background, McNair students in 
the current study were also challenged by an unfamiliarity with the experiences and preparedness 
of more privileged students. These interactions left low-income and first-generation students 
feeling that they did not belong in academia. It is recommended that issues of classism, elitism, 
and social capital be introduced into the proposed class on social justice issues in academia. By 
creating a discourse about these issues and addressing them while in the supportive environment 
of the McNair cohort, it is hoped that students will be better prepared to identify these issues as 
they arise in graduate school and combat them effectively. The most significant improvements to 
the McNair Scholars Program at this university are expected to be the career-counseling 
component, outreach to alumni in graduate school, and the introduction of a second class that 
focuses on social justice issues. 
This study’s findings addressed many of the concerns affecting first-generation college 
students in graduate school. While the preparation needed for graduate school success by 
students at this particular university may be different than students at another institution, the 
demographic variables that showed statistical significance in this study, low-income status, may 
have some generalizability to similar programs preparing first-generation college students for 
graduate school success. This study showed that first-generation college students who 
participated in the McNair scholars program outperformed non-first-generation college students 
in doctoral persistence. This program’s components may be a helpful model to similar programs. 
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Conclusion 
This study provided a formative evaluation of McNair Scholars Program services that 
enhanced the effectiveness of the program to prepare first-generation college students for 
successful persistence in graduate school. The study explored factors affecting first-generation 
college students’ persistence to an earned doctorate. Due to the tailored nature of current 
program components, first-generation college students who completed the McNair Scholars 
Program persisted at higher rate than students with more educated parents. However, low-income 
status statistically predicted lower persistence in graduate school. Furthermore, exploration of 
students’ experiences in graduate school revealed low levels of academic and social integration, 
which affected the persistence of students in graduate school. These low levels of integration 
were particularly prominent in low-income students, who felt a tremendous sense of inadequacy 
compared to their more affluent peers. This evaluation recommended improvements to program 
components that provide familiarity and practice with intellectual discourse that will increase 
students’ confidence and ability to articulate literature and theories in their field. These efforts 
are anticipated to boost students’ persistence rates toward a completed doctoral degree and 
ultimately affect social mobility for future generations. 
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 Focus Group Interview Guide 
 
Welcome  
1. Introduce researcher (moderator) and co-moderator 
2. The researcher will moderate today’s session by facilitating the group; asking questions 
and selecting participants to respond.  
 
The Study 
The purpose of the study is to examine the components of the McNair Scholars Program 
that can help ameliorate the obstacles faced by first-generation college students as they enroll 
and persist into graduate school. 
The results will be used to make improvements to the McNair Scholars Program that will 
improve McNair alumni’s persistence in graduate school to an earned PhD.  
You were selected as a participant for this study because you are alumni from the 
university’s McNair Scholars Program who entered graduate school.  
 
Ground Rules 
1. You have all been given a card with your participant number on it. Please say your 
participant number before speaking. We will be using Dragon Diction software to 
transcribe today’s proceedings. The software cannot differentiate each person’s voice, so 
your responses will be identified only by your number.  
2. Please be respectful of each person’s answer and allow him or her to finish his or her 
thoughts before jumping in.  
3. Please turn off your cell phones during this session.  
4. There are no right or wrong answers because you are describing your own experiences.  
 
Questions 
1. Tell us about your participation in the McNair Scholars Program. 
2. Think back to when you first became a McNair scholar, what were your impressions of 
the program? 
3. What aspects of the program do you feel best prepared you for success in graduate 
school? 
4. What aspects of the program could be improved to better prepare scholars for graduate 
school? 
5. What have you encountered in your graduate program that you wish you learned more 
about while you were still in McNair? 
6. Based on your own experience, what advice would you give to underrepresented/first-
generation college students entering graduate school? 
7. Think back to your first year as a graduate student. Could you describe a time when you 
considered leaving your program? 
8. Who have been your best sources of academic support while in graduate school? Who 
have you considered your best sources of social support while in graduate school? 
9. What is some advice you would like to leave for the McNair Program? 
 
